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ABSTRACT

Afro-Americano: The Transracialization of the African-American Spanish Speaker
by
John M. Flanagan
Advisor: Cecelia Cutler
Transracialization is not a biological term connoting the change of one’s skin tone to
become a member of a different race. Its definition has its roots in racialization—the ideological
process that describes how one assembles ideas about groups based on their race and decides, for
example, what a ‘Black’ person is and how ‘Black’ people speak. Thus, transracialization is a
linguistic term that describes the political and sociocultural act of recontextualizing one’s
phenotype with the use of language, and in so doing, upending the observers’ stereotypical
expectations of who one is (Alim 2016). This dissertation deals with how Spanish influences and
transforms the identity of minoritized groups like African-Americans in the U.S. context. I define
the term ‘Afro-Americano’ as a/an Black/African-American who has lived a Hispanic/Latinx
experience in the United States, most notably demonstrated by a proficiency in the Spanish
language and affiliation and/or participation in the cultural practices of one or more
Hispanic/Latinx cultures. This study interviewed and analyzed African-Americans (in both multi
ethnic urban communities as well as on social media platforms like YouTube) who are
modifying definitive racial labels and boundaries by becoming pedagogues of Spanish, speaking
the language in their homes, communities, schools and jobs. The main questions that the project
seeks to answer are; 1. How do daily interactions in conversational Spanish shape the lives of
African-Americans? 2. How do these speakers perceive themselves in relation to Hispanics and
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other African-Americans and vice-versa? 3. Do Afro-Americanos consciously use their Black
bodies in service of a transraced identity and if so, how? and 4. How does racialization manifest
and become challenged at the racio/ethno/linguistic 3-way intersection between Blackness,
African-American ethnicity, and the Spanish language. The four major themes that emerged in
the analysis as crucial to understanding African-Americans who occupy transracialized identities
are: motivation in Spanish language acquisition, the ‘shocked’ reactions of interlocutors, the
mechanics of transracialization and the repertoire of identities, and Afro-Americanismo as an
agent of social and political change.

v

ACKNOWLEDGEMETNS

First, I would like to attempt the impossible task of articulating how grateful I am to Dr.
José del Valle. In the fall of 2013, I was a displaced high-school Spanish teacher with a vision of
the direction I wanted my career to take. José was gracious enough to see the potential in me. His
overall intelligence and knowledge about Spanish, languages, history, and politics is a road map
for my self-development, both personally and professionally. Without his powerful influence
during the first semesters of this Ph.D. program, I would not have grown into the academic I
have become. José is truly a remarkable professor that I am blessed to have worked with.
In Lunenberg and Irby’s (2008) work, Writing a successful thesis or dissertation: Tips
and strategies for students in the social and behavioral sciences, they mention two key factors
that are the most important issues to consider when choosing a dissertation adviser: the
accessibility and feedback turnaround times of the professor. I could not be more grateful that I
asked Dr. Cecelia Cutler to be my dissertation adviser. Over the course of this years-long
process, we’ve discussed my proposal at The Graduate Center, talked about IRB guidelines over
coffee at 61 Local in Brooklyn, talked on the phone, emailed, and texted at a moment’s notice
about every draft of every chapter in this dissertation. Not only did Professor Cutler go above
and beyond in the areas of accessibility and feedback, but she also was able to help me articulate
and fine tune a vision and strategy for my work going forward.
I credit a tremendous amount of the ideological underpinnings of this dissertation to Dr.
Miki Makihara’s seminar on Language Ideologies. The reading I accomplished in her class gave
me an incredible and comprehensive exposure to areas of sociolinguistics that later became
necessary for exploring this topic. It was under Professor Makihara’s guidance that I deepened

vi

my thinking about how the knowledge of Spanish has shaped my life path and identity as an
African-American.
Throughout every stage of my life, my parents have continued to support my decisions
with their steadfast love. I relied heavily on their support system during the challenging months
of the writing process. The blessing of having parents that always ‘got my back’ has allowed me
to flourish.
Lastly, I’d like to thank my Creator for an incredible journey through my inner world
over the past six years, and for helping me find my peace, my joy, and my voice.

vii

CONTENTS

Page

LIST OF TABLES…………………………………………………………………..……..……..xi
LIST OF FIGURES………………………………………………………………………...……xii
CHAPTER 1 Introduction…………………………………………….……………...……….…1
1.0

Afro-Americano…………………………………………………...………………1

1.1

African-Americans as chameleons…………………………………..……………3

1.2

“Changing the often veiled and subconscious ways in which people perceive and
decide what a Black person is…”…………………………………..…….……….5

CHAPTER 2 Literature Review……………….…….…………………………………………11
2.0

Introduction to literature review…………………………………………………11

2.1

The education of the Afro-Americano: A two-step approach—
Dual language immersion and parent involvement……………………………...12

2.2

Afro-Americano: A process of transracialization.
A shifting state of mind is a shifting identity……………………………………18

2.3

The Black body as an agent of change…………………………………………..27

2.4

Upending expectations: the language of emergence……………...……………..35

2.5

Conclusions…………………………….………………………………………..39

CHAPTER 3 Methodology………………….……………………………………………...….40
3.0

Introduction to methodology…….………………………………………………40

3.1

Locating the Researcher………………………………………………………….41

3.2

The Communities…………………….…………………………………….…….45

3.3

Recruiting Subjects…………………………………...………………………….45
viii

3.4

The 20 Participants……………………………………………………...……….48

3.5

Ethnographic techniques and methods……………………………………….…..48

3.6

The Interviews……………………………………………………...…………....50

3.7

Preliminary Interview Questions………………………………………………...51

3.8

The Observations…………………………………………………………….…..53

3.9

Digital Journals…………………………………………………………………..56

3.10

Networked Multilingualism & Social Media…………………………………….58

3.11

Online Ethnography………………………………………………………...……60

3.12

Protecting the identity of subjects………………………………………………..63

3.13

The intersection of ‘Black’ and ‘Spanish’: objects vs. constructs…………….....64

CHAPTER 4 Discussion of Data……………………………………………….………………66
4.1

Motivation and the Spanish Language Acquisition of the Afro-Americano……..67

4.1A

Positive experiences in school and the community……………………………...67

4.1B

Proximity Effects…………………………………………………………...……73

4.1C

Motivation and Learning Spanish through Media………………………….……78

4.1D

Romantic Encounters with Spanish Speakers………………………………..…..85

4.1E

Passing as Latinx/Hispanic……………………………………………………....88

4.2

Shocked: The Unexpected Emergence of Blackness in Spanish-Speaking
Spaces…………………………………………...……………………………….93

4.2A

Latinx/Hispanic Reactions to Afro-Americanismo…………………………..…..93

4.2B

African-American Reactions to Afro-Americanismo………………………………104

4.3

Afro-Americanismo: The process of transracialization and the repertoire of
identities……………………………………………….……………….……….107

4.3A

Are you ‘Black’ or ‘Spanish?’………………………………………………….107

ix

4.3B

Afro-Americanismo and Self-Development………………………………….…114

4.3C

Positioning: Navigating the Latinx/Hispanic World as an Afro-Americano...…119

4.3D

Afro-Americanismo and Gay Male Sexuality…………………………………..126

4.4

Afro-Americanismo as an Agent of Change…………………………………….133

4.5

Conclusion: Are you Afro-Americano?...............................................................144

CHAPTER 5 The Networked Multilingualism of Afro-Americanos on YouTube……………147
5.1

Constructing a transracial ethnolinguistic identity while, “Not trying to be
something I’m not.” ………………………………………………...………….149

5.2

Establishing Relationships: community building through networked
multilingualism on social media………………………………………………..164

5.3

Second Language Acquisition: teaching and learning………………...………..175

5.4

Transracial Afro-Americanos on YouTube: reactions from viewers…………...185

5.5

Conclusion…………………………………………………………..………….209

CHAPTER 6 Conclusion………………...……………………………………………………213
6.1

Chapter by chapter summary………………………………..………………….213

6.2

Discussion………………………………………………………………………222

6.3

Implications and future research……………………………………………..…224

REFERENCES………………………………………………....………………………………230

x

TABLES

Page

Table 3.1

Interviewees………………………………………..…………………………… 46

Table 3.2

Interviewees who participated in digital journaling…………………..……….…58

Table 3.3

Afro-Americano YouTube channels………………………………………..……59

Table 4.1

Human Rights Campaign’s identification of ethnoracial LGBTQ challenges…129

Table 5.1

YouTube videos analyzed in Chapter 5…………………………………..…….148

Table 6.1

Spectrum of African-American transracialization………………...……………223

xi

FIGURES

Page
Figure 4.1

A Google image search of ‘Hispanic celebrities.’……………………………….98

Figure 4.2

A Google image search of ‘Hispanics.’………………………………………….99

Figure 4.3

A Google image search of ‘Latinos.’…………………………………………….99

Figure 5.1

Black guy speaking Spanish really well………………..………………………152

Figure 5.2

How to speak like (Spanish Accent Videos)…………….……………………..156

Figure 5.3

Afro-Descendants in Latin America…………………………………………....157

Figure 5.4

Dos Afro Gringos Podcast……………………………………………..……….160

Figure 5.5

Tamika Ventez’s comments……………………………………………….…...164

Figure 5.6

Ricky’s response to Tamika Ventez………………………………………...….165

Figure 5.7

Aros De Humo’s comments……………………………………..…….…....…..166

Figure 5.8

Onomatopoeia’s comments……………………………………………….…….168

Figure 5.9

El Andaluz Learning Promo Reel………………………………………..……..170

Figure 5.10

ItzYaFav.Malaysia.……………………..…………………………...……...…..172

Figure 5.11

Education debate on race………………………………………...…..…………174

Figure 5.12

SheLearnsLife………………………………………………………………..…177

Figure 5.13

SheLearnsLife subscribers……………………………………….………….….178

Figure 5.14

Esteban’s RD playlist………………………………………………………..….180

Figure 5.15

Esteban’s learn English through music playlist………………………….…..…182

Figure 5.16

Brooklyn Dun’s comments………………………………………………..…....185

Figure 5.17

Giamo Jackson Carter……………………………………………………….….186

xii

Figure 5.18

Vanessa Marco on The Andrew Schulz Podcast……………………………….189

Figure 5.19

Ambie tutors her student1………………………………………………………190

Figure 5.20

Ambie tutors her student 2……………………………………………......……190

Figure 5.21

Ambie talks to Chris, Nicaraguan en Puerto Rico…………………….......……191

Figure 5.22

He said Ambie doesn’t look bilingual…………………………………….....…193

Figure 5.23

Cherisse Star’s comments………………………………………………………194

Figure 5.24

Tanika Paris’ comments…………………………………………………..…….197

Figure 5.25

Stratos’ comments 1…………………………………………………………….198

Figure 5.26

How Native Spanish Speakers Act……………………………………………..202

Figure 5.27

megan trailor’s comments……………….…………………………………...…203

Figure 5.28

Dubway, J C, and musiclover109’s comments……………………………..…..204

Figure 5.29

Stratos’ comments 2……………………………………………….……………206

Figure 5.30

wheres waldo’s comments…………………………………....…………….…..208

Figure 6.1

African-American………………………………………...………….…………223

Figure 6.2

Afro-Americano…………………………………………………………….…..223

Figure 6.3

Hispanic/Latinx (Dominican)…………………………………...……….……..223

xiii

Chapter 1 Introduction
Afro-Americano: noun
A Black/African-American who has lived a Hispanic/Latinx experience in the
United States, most notably revealed by a proficiency in the Spanish language and
affiliation and/or participation in the cultural practices of one or more
Hispanic/Latinx cultures. As opposed to an Afro-Latinx, an Afro-Americano is
defined by the absence of Hispanic/Latinx ancestry in his or her family lineage.

The two-part line of questioning is so predictable that over the years I have developed a
rehearsed response. I find myself in a predominately Hispanic environment and begin to engage
with people in Spanish. My accent isn’t quite “American” in the stereotypical sense but carries
undertones of experience and comfortability that reflect an authentic production of the language.
Normally when I meet people and converse in English we usually make it until the end of the
exchange before personal details are shared. When I meet people in Spanish however, there
becomes apparent a much more pressing issue that needs to be addressed as soon as the first
trilled /rr/ rolls off my tongue. It is always an abrupt change of topic even before I have told them
my name. Question 1, as my interlocutor attempts to hide what I would describe as a perplexed
disorientation, goes something like this: ¿De dónde eres? (Where are you from?) I have come to
interpret this question as an obvious attempt to reconcile my Blackness with the fluent Spanish I
speak: an academic variety with a Caribbean bend. When I explain that I was born and raised in
New York the perfunctory follow-up emerges right on cue: ¿Cómo aprendiste español? (How

did you learn Spanish?) I have come to interpret the follow-up to mean: Yes. I was right.
Something about your combination is odd. Tell me, how did this happen?
The racial composition of the 2.8 million non-Hispanic Spanish speakers mirrors that of
the U.S. non-Hispanic population. Overall, three-quarters (77%) of non-Hispanics who speak
Spanish at home are White, 14% are Black, and 9% say they belong to some other racial group
(González-Barrera & López 2013). These figures confirm that there is a large number of people
living in the U.S. who speak Spanish outside their primary ethno-racial identification. How did
they learn or acquire Spanish? What role does Spanish play in their lives and how does it shape
their identities? This dissertation examines the critical link between race and language, also
known as raciolinguistics, as it relates to that 14%, some 392,000 Spanish speakers who are
Black/non-Hispanic African-Americans. This project also seeks to qualitatively assess levels of
social capital and the processes of transracialization that are influenced by this renegotiation of
the Black/African-American linguistic identity in the United States. I will first set up the need for
the study by reviewing the relevant literature that discusses how speakers as agentive beings
utilize their language(s) and race to navigate the social constructs of identity formation. It is
appropriate to use race as an entry point to understanding Afro-Americanismo, as questions
around its deconstruction are crucial to the renegotiation of identity, followed by language as it is
the tool with which African-Americans may begin to facilitate these renegotiations.
To take a step back and situate this discussion on historical underpinnings is meaningful.
The transracialization of Blacks toward an ethnorace that includes linguistic elements of
Hispanic culture is not a contemporary phenomenon even as it manifests itself anew in the 21st
century. African slaves brought to the West by Spain made themselves linguistically resourceful
in the midst of brutality and social denigration. By the end of the 17th century, African slaves
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outnumbered Spaniards in the Caribbean islands of Cuba, The Dominican Republic, and Puerto
Rico. Acculturated Africans became known as negros ladinos or negros criollos (Black
Ladinos/Black Creoles) and distinguished themselves from negros bozales who were captured
directly from Africa and forced into enslavement. The negros ladinos came to fill a wide range
of domestic, artisanal and lower-status economic roles in Spanish-speaking cities that created a
two-tier system of African slavery in the Americas. Access to legal and religious protections
garnered them better treatment, and the jornal system allowed them to live in their own homes
while still paying the slave owners rent. Black militias helped the Spanish fend the colonies off
from the English and French as coastal sentinels, patrol boats, and plantations security. Most of
the Black militias were formed by free Black artisans and acculturated skilled workers. They
were Catholics who lived as Spaniards and were integrated into their communities. This
fragment of Black history is a testament to the choices, concessions and changes made by
Africans in the 17th century Caribbean and illustrates both the agency and adaptability of
Africans who made the most of uncertain times and used the Spanish language to negotiate lives
for themselves throughout the Spanish colonies, despite the oppressions of slavery and racial
prejudice (Landers 1997).

1.1

African-Americans as chameleons
The post-modernist truth about race emerged on a foundation that it, like gender, is a

social construct created for specific purposes and void of any scientific evidence to support its
existence. Race refers to a classification of groups of people into “categories falsely claimed to
be derived from a distinct set of biological traits,” and there appears to be no justification within
the biological or social sciences for the popular usage of the term ‘race’ (Doob 1999). Identity
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then, when seen in the light of day for what it truly is without the historical and ideological
baggage, can be considered a ‘buffet’ experience. The buffet identity is a postmodern
phenomenon; prior to WWII, most people in North America and Europe were very defined by
where they came from and the social class/educational background of their parents; there was
very little class mobility (Coupland 2007, Rampton 2017). In the 21st century sociolinguistic
landscape it is not uncommon for people to actively pick and choose how they wish to identify
themselves by adopting certain traits and then use that agency to embody and perform a unique
constellation of identity (Alim 2016). This point illuminates the validity of the Afro-Americano
experience as well as the feckless exercise of attempting to pinpoint one’s “race” on a spectrum
that can effectively take the shape of whatever one decides to be. This dissertation sheds light on
one such point on the spectrum that has been mostly overlooked in Sociolinguistics, an
intermediary position somewhere between Afro-Latinx and African-American on which this
entire project is focused.
The present-day African-American experience in the United States is still in need of
opportunities for social and political advancement that aim to push back against hegemonic
articulations of racism and oppressive belief systems. The key to destabilizing these systems may
lie in transracialization: the political and sociocultural act of recontextualizing one’s phenotype
with the use of language, and in so doing, upending the observers’ stereotypical expectations of
who one is (Alim 2016). According to this hypothesis, African-Americans stand to gain
advantages from proficiency in Spanish that include remodeling the space in which the
phenomenon of race comes into being: discursive interaction. By crossing linguistic borders, the
fluidity of race is exemplified by the fact that the same phenotype can be raced and re-raced,
blending into and out of different environments much like the way chameleons adapt to their
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environment. As we begin to understand race as a permanently transitional phenomenon without
permanent links to language and phenotype, this fluidity can eventually overtake the rigidity of
American racial categorizations founded on divisive beliefs, even those that have been
unintentionally reified by sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology. One such belief has been
that Blacks are linguistically more homogeneous than other groups. For example, in the
discussion of varieties of English, African-American speakers have maintained center stage in
the dominant research on African-American Vernacular English (AAVE). The creation of this
isomorphic mapping ends up reifying the indexical link and erasing other very pertinent
influences that contribute to the production of African-American speech and identity formation
(Alim 2011). By positioning a transgressive act (like that of an African-American speaking
Spanish) as a moment of resistance against naturalized and racialized hierarchies and ideologies,
we can seek to understand how renegotiated linguistic identities can be mobilized to certain
socio-political ends.

1.2

“Changing the often veiled and subconscious ways in which people perceive and
decide what a Black person is…”
This transracial perspective of the African-American experience rests heavily on the

deconstruction of “Latinx/a” and/or “Hispanic” as a race. To begin with, what unites Latinxs is
not race or phenotype but a set of diverse cultures rich with linguistic, religious, historical, and
traditional similarities (Alcoff 2000). This idea poses “Latinx” as an ethnic group comprised of
several different races and nationalities. Therefore, the African-American Spanish speaker
expands the umbrella term of “Latinx” to include an additional ethnorace: the Afro-Americano.
The term “ethnorace” utilizes the elements of both human agency and subjectivity involved in
ethnicity, that is, an identity that is a product of self-creation and at the same time acknowledges
5

the uncontrolled racializing aspects associated with the visible body (Alcoff 2000). In this vein,
I’m using the term Afro-Americano to first validate African-American Spanish speakers’ choice
to expand their linguistic and socio-cultural orientation (because the term is in Spanish) while at
the same time acknowledging the societal constraints of how they have been historically
categorized (because the term, translated directly, means African-American).
The concept of transracialization that I use here has much less to do with race, and more
to do with adjusting the process of racialization, that is, changing the often veiled and
subconscious ways in which people perceive and decide what a Black person is in the U.S.
Transracialization challenges ethnic absolutism and posits that race and ethnicity have no
guarantees in nature because of the extraordinary diversity of subjective positions, social
experiences, and cultural identities that compose the socially constructed category of “Black”
(Harris & Rampton 2009). Transracialization centers itself on the evolution of the perception of
racialized citizens and serves as a unifying framework in the struggle to change the nature of
representation of the ethnic subject who continues to be negatively imagined. This new phase
characterizes ethnicity as a new cultural politics which engages rather that suppresses differences
and constructs new ethnic identities based on intersections that take place beneath the hegemonic
and obsolete “Black experience.” The framework of “Black” as a politically and socially
constructed category that is grounded in a set of phenotypical characteristics and not biology
cannot be trusted to define the fundamental nature of a people (Hall 2006). The Spanishspeaking African-American helps us to further theorize the separation of ethnicity from race and
promotes the thriving of a diversity built on intersectionality, instead of defining diversity strictly
on the differences of marginal groups. The new ethnicity of Afro-Americano is therefore a
positive-image contestation of marginality.
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The use of linguistic variants from other groups may not index social categories directly
but rather attitudes, stances, and activities that are in turn associated with categories of people in
an indirect way (Eckert 2008). Furthermore, learners’ identities, agency, motivation, and the
sense of otherness triggered by racialization play a very important role in the choice of the way a
second language is adopted, which can tell us quite a bit about how they want to represent
themselves (Cutler 2014). For example, when African-Americans use Spanish in the United
States they position themselves as not only Black- somewhere in between Hispanic and the
otherized “Black,” and therefore align themselves with the transracialized Afro-Americano
identity. Thus ethnic styling cannot always be viewed as a straightforward attempt to pass as a
member of another ethnic group. It may instead simply signal an association with ethnic speakers
of the Spanish language, which for African-Americans, is tantamount to a divergence away from
being seen as (only) Black.
How the process of transracialization comes about follows some common sense
assumptions. When group members start to interact on an interpersonal rather than an intergroup
basis it creates a certain set of conditions for the desired outcome of cooperation and social
harmony to occur (Amir 1969). Generally, people do not make concerted efforts to go out of
their way to meet and interact with others. Thus, an important pre-condition to consider is that
intergroup contact and the burgeoning ethnorace of Afro-Americano is more common in
neighborhoods that form borders between or are a mix of traditionally Black and Latinx
neighborhoods (e.g. In New York City, between Harlem and Washington Heights, East Harlem
and The Bronx). These neighborhoods are heavily mixed and permeable, providing an endless
stream of quotidian small-scale discursive opportunities for adventures into liminality.

7

The transracialization of these peoples of color have macrosocial and microsocial
implications, the former being well documented within the literature while the lack of
investigation of the latter is the impetus of this project’s ultimate contribution. The redefinition
of “African-American” is, for some, a politically motivated stance that will maximize the
potential that a unified African-based sector of the population will have. It is in times of racial
crisis in New York City, for example, that the blurring of lines between peoples of African
descent becomes most prevalent. Amadou Diallo, the unarmed Senegalese immigrant who was
gunned down (and killed) by the NYPD in 1999, created solidarity between people of color in
the form of protests and resistance movements regardless of status, ethnic or national
background. The community continues to see this type of interplay between people of color as a
response to the ongoing instances of police brutality and discrimination. These types of
mobilizations signal the forging of a pan African identity for the 21st century. The macrosocial
implication, then, is that the adopting of this pan African ideology is in the social, economic and
political interest of people of African descent in the United States (Dodson 2007).
Spanish-speaking African-Americans can allow us to see across borders of groups
traditionally thought of as ‘different’ and more importantly to expand the definition of ‘border’
to include embodiment (Mendoza-Denton 1999), changing the color of the bodies we indexically
link to Spanish varieties. Spanish acquisition by African-Americans serves as a testament to
traditional patterns of linguistic behavior among groups of people who share similar positions in
society. These speakers push back against hegemonic articulations of racism and oppressive
belief systems that pigeonhole what it means to be Black in America by inducing the momentum
of social mobility. This mobility is commencing earlier and earlier, as urban centers around the
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country have caught on to the linguistic advantages African-American children stand to gain
from dual-language environments rich with Hispanics culture.
The big driver of Spanish speaking by non-Hispanics seems to be family: Many nonHispanic Spanish speakers reside in a household where at least one other member is Hispanic.
Overall, 26% of non-Hispanic Spanish speakers live in these types of households. Three-in-ten
(28%) non-Hispanic Spanish speakers who are married live with a Hispanic spouse (GonzálezBarrera & López 2013). Since 1967 when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in the Loving v.
Virginia case that marriage across racial lines was legal throughout the country, there have also
been steady increases in Hispanic/Black marriages, multiracial babies born to one Hispanic
parent and one Black parent (Bialik 2017). As the number of Spanish-speaking AfricanAmericans continues to rise and develop a recognizable presence in American society,
racialization must adapt to include the nuances of new identities. Yet, there is very little data on
how this phenomenon impacts the lives and identities of speakers long-term and how to measure
the effects. Thus, the larger project aims to address the following research questions:


How do daily interactions in conversational Spanish shape the lives of AfricanAmericans, and how do these speakers perceive themselves in relation to Hispanics
and other African-Americans and vice-versa?



Do Afro-Americanos consciously use their Black bodies in service of a transraced
identity and if so, how?



Finally, my project will explore how racism manifests at the intersection between
African-American and Spanish, and how the affective experiences of being an
African-American Spanish speaker intersect with sexuality, socioeconomic class,
gender etc.
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We lack a coherent theory to explain how second language (L2) identity projection works
and how to measure it. A theory of identity in second language acquisition (SLA) research must
be able to explain the relationship between personal identity effects, the social and historical
relationship between learners and the target language/culture, as well as more mechanistic
factors in language learning (Cutler 2014). To that end, Chapter 2 seeks to discuss many of the
facets of language phenomena that the literature from the fields of Raciolinguistics,
Sociolinguistics, Second Language Acquisition, Sociology and Anthropology have already
shown, in order to move our understanding toward workable theories of linguistic
transracialization. Chapter 3 is a discussion of the methodology and the data that was collected
for this dissertation. Chapter 4 discusses the results and themes discovered from the analysis of
the data. Chapter 5 proposes workable theories of how to conceptualize the Afro-Americano
experience as well as detail the Afro-Americano presence online. Finally, the conclusion in
Chapter 6 discusses the implications for Sociolinguistic and SLA theory and additional research
question that emerge out of this research.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review
Sociolinguists and second language acquisition theorists, reflecting the boundless
diversity of second language speakers and learners, have explored numerous aspects of identity
such as gender, ethnicity, and social class. However, while critical scholars have “mostly focused
on unequal linguistic and cultural relations of power,” issues of race, racialization, and racism in
applied linguistics have been conspicuously absent even as those aforementioned aspects of
identity are increasingly explored in depth (Lin 2004). Furthermore, sociolinguistic studies
analyzing AAVE often center the notion of authentic speakers as young, African-American
males who are reflections of inner-city street culture (Morgan 1994). As a result, there is a fairly
limited amount of inquiry in applied linguistics related to African-Americans in foreign language
study and teaching, and even less concerning their identity work (Calhoun 2012). This directly
contributes to the erasure of unexpected language practices of African Americans. The language
of African Americans itself is highly influenced by social factors like race relations (Smitherman
2000). In other words, there cannot be a discussion about African-American language without
also discussing race—and the study of African-American English undoubtedly contains
conspicuous proof. In times of racial progress, African-American language is less “Ebonified”
(convergent with white speech), and in times of suppression it is more “Ebonified” (more
divergent from white speech) (Smitherman 2000). In other words, when African-Americans feel
their experiences are being acknowledged and addressed their linguistic codes move closer to the
codes used by Whites. Pivoting the discussion to how and why African-American linguistic
codes expand to Spanish, one of the questions that this dissertation seeks to respond to is: In
mixed race communities, what factors and feelings (including psychological, social, geographic,
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economic, political etc.) influence and encourage the expansion of the African-American
experience to include the acquisition of the Spanish language and ethnicity—and can these
factors be qualified and quantified?
In this chapter I will review various bodies of literature: Second Language Acquisition,
including research on dual immersion and African-Americans in foreign language classrooms,
Sociolinguistics—including the theories of embodiment, positioning, and language ideologies,
Raciolinguistics—which includes transracialization, passing and crossing, as well as
sociocultural and linguistic frameworks like the emergence principle, constructed from a vast
cross section of research from the fields of social psychology and linguistic anthropology. I have
synthesized common findings that frequently appear across each of these bodies of literature and
present these as typical themes.

2.1

The education of the Afro-Americano: A two-step approach.
Dual language immersion and parent involvement.

To find answers to the questions of which factors are the catalysts behind the genesis and
expansion of the Afro-Americano ethnorace, let us first turn to the fields of Education and
Second Language Acquisition (SLA). Education and SLA offer some clues as to how those
392,000 African-American Spanish-speakers discussed in chapter 1 may have ended up in this
linguistic niche, and guidance as to how to develop an ethnographic study and theory that
effectively illuminates the relationship between these learners, their language(s) and the context
that brings them together. The U.S. Department of Education defines dual-language programs as
“a type of bilingual education program in which students are taught literacy and academic
content in English and a partner language,” often Spanish or Chinese (Boyle 2015). There are at
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least 2,000 of these programs in U.S. schools, experts say — up from about 260 in 2000 (Wilson
2011). The growth has largely been driven by advocacy from White, affluent families, as well as
by districts responding to an influx of immigrant students. Natalie Gross’ work on dual-language
programs details the advantages reaped by black children who participate in them. For example,
Houston Elementary School is a low-performing school in the Deanwood neighborhood of
Washington, D.C. Its dual-language program is the first to be offered in the area east of the
Anacostia River, home to the city’s two poorest wards. The school’s student body is almost
entirely African-American. With bilingualism linked to enhanced academic and social skills,
educators say dual-language programs can be used to narrow the achievement gap. Houston is
one of a growing number of schools targeting bilingual instruction to Black children in lowincome areas. Its Spanish-English program opened at the preschool level in 2016 (Gross 2016).
The dual-language approach is not without its problems. When a proposal to expand
Urbana School District 116’s bilingual offerings to a school that was 85 percent AfricanAmerican was presented to the school board, it sparked debates in the community about issues of
raciolinguistics. Many wondered whether these students were “the right fit for dual-language”suggesting that African American students would do better without the extra burden of learning
through another language. Another common argument that, even among educators, is
continually positioned against the induction of these programs is indeed the social stigma,
marginalization and delegitimization of AAVE. Howard Smith, a professor of biculturalbilingual studies at the University of Texas at San Antonio, explained: “Especially in the poor
areas where the dual-language programs are springing up, [some say] ‘Well, these kids don’t
speak Standard English anyway, and we need to work on their Standard English.” Some would
rather see schools ensuring students are proficient in reading and writing in English before
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teaching those skills in another language (Gross 2016). The motion to start a dual-language
program at the school eventually passed by a narrow 4-3 vote.
The sentiments of the people in the Urbana School District and the subsequent narrow
passing of the program correlate with Flores & Rosa’s (2019) position that the multilingualism of
poor children of color has not been valued in the same way as that of those developing their
expertise in contexts of elite multilingualism. Princess Charlotte, the daughter of Britain’s Prince
William and Catherine Middleton, was lauded by the British press for speaking English and
Spanish at such a young age (Fowler 2018). The case of Princess Charlotte versus low-income
students from racialized backgrounds entering nursery school provides a perfect illustration of
one such bias in raciolinguistic ideology and, without broader institutional transformation, will
continue to be framed as a problem that needs remediation (Flores & Rosa 2019).
Granted, dual-language Spanish/English programs are not a panacea—but they are a
success in areas with high concentrations of African-American children. Research shows duallanguage programs may actually enhance students’ learning in English. A multi-year study of
students enrolled in two-way dual-language programs in North Carolina between 2007 and 2010,
found that low-income Black children in these programs scored higher in reading and math than
their classmates of the same race and socioeconomic background who were being taught in one
language. By fifth grade, these students were reading as well as their monolingual peers in the
grade above them (Thomas & Collier 2012). Based on this research, dual-language programs
seem to be a viable intervention for not only students who are struggling in school, but as
enrichment for children who are already performing at grade level. Spanish, then, for these Black
kids is a type of “educational capital,” a linguistic investment—the returns of which are already
being seen. These are returns that will further enable them to pursue academic goals in school.
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One of the central hypotheses of this dissertation is that educational capital can serve as
the prequel to the social capital students stand to gain as Spanish-speaking adults. One of Gross’
informants, Vanessa Bertelli – co-founder of the D.C. Language Immersion Project says, “[D.C.
has] reached a point where the bank tellers need to be able to speak Spanish. The health care and
social services people need to be able to speak Spanish” (Gross 2016, pg. 4). These schools are
formally preparing children to thrive in their own neighborhoods by equipping underserved
students for a future in a competitive workforce. This speaks volumes as to the trajectory of
community relations between groups and transracialization. For example, Jill Sanders, another
one of Gross’ informants is a Houston Elementary parent who says she wants her daughter Layla
to be able to be “at the table” someday, leading discussions in the workforce and in a global
society — conversations, Sanders said, that won’t always happen in English (Gross 2016).
The African-American parents of students that participate in dual-language and bilingual
programs have begun to organize themselves with support groups and parents’ associations.
These organizations, like Parents of African-American Students Studying Chinese (PAASSC)
can give insights into what motivates African-Americans to pursue language immersion and
reveal patterns that can help to identify a working theory to describe the emergence of the AfroAmericano identity. As Chinese immersion thrives in communities of color throughout the
United States, African-American families from diverse geographic, economic, educational
backgrounds and family structures will likely echo some of the experiences of Spanish learners.
At the heart of the interest in language immersion is, of course, a family’s desire to raise a
bilingual child. This desire is often rooted in the parents’ high aspirations for their child’s
education and in their own values and exposure to other languages and cultures. There is also the
inclination to provide better and more well-rounded opportunities that they as parents did not
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have (Nightingale 2014). The forming of PAASSC was in part, a way to prevent feelings of
isolation. It allows the students of these parents to regularly interact with up to a dozen other
African American children who speak Chinese. PAASSC also provides a vehicle to develop
relationships with African-American students from different cultural and socio-economic
communities and create opportunities for reciprocal service learning outside of the classroom.
PAASSC’s earliest events were simple play dates where children could come together and
practice their Mandarin skills. As the network of parents continues to grow, the organization has
expanded to set a variety of goals: educate families that may be interested in immersion, assist
administrators and teachers in building their capacity to deliver culturally competent and antioppressive education, and connect our mostly monolingual parents with resources that empower
them to support their children’s academic development even though they don’t speak the target
language (Nightingale 2014).
Whereas numerous studies cite the effectiveness of second language immersion
programs, most involve students of the majority culture learning a foreign language. Only one
study to my knowledge addresses issues of elementary-aged minority students in the United
States who speak other varieties of English (i.e. AAVE) and who are studying the separate
(minoritized) language of Spanish in the U.S. (Angberg-Espinosa 2008). All the participants
regardless of grade level, age, sex, or achievement level, discussed similar reasons for their
continued participation in the program. The themes which emerged as a result of discussions
about their perceptions of the program were (a) contentment with bilingualism, (b) positive
relationships, and (c) the future promise of bilingualism. When questioned whether they would
continue in the program if they were given the choice, students overwhelmingly said yes. There
was no doubt that all students were aware of the practicality of being bilingual as it related to
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their future. When asked how they thought two languages would help them in the future, they
either mentioned that they would be able to communicate with those who did not speak English
or that they would have increased career opportunities and ultimately monetary rewards
(Angberg-Espinosa 2008). Students experienced different linguistic environments depending on
their family situations and their individual personalities, interests, and linguistic comfort zones,
which undoubtedly had an impact on their language ideologies and use of language. Some had
no exposure to Spanish other than school. Others had the opportunity to communicate in Spanish
either with extended family members or as a result of other social connections. Some seemed to
interpret their use of Spanish as a way to understand or merge into the Spanish-speaking culture,
whereas others seemed to see it mainly as their ticket to the future (Angberg-Espinosa 2008).
As African-American students get older, we know even less about how they navigate the
constraints of linguicism and the somewhat limited options African-Americans have to use
language outside of traditionally vernacular norms. In Alicia Calhoun’s 2012 study of three
African-American college students and their experiences abroad, the informant “Wanda” comes
to several conclusions. In a way, Wanda views African-Americans as both victim to and
perpetrators of an ethos that prevents minority groups as whole from pursuing opportunities that
may give them the social capital necessary to achieve success in modern America. While she
studied Japanese for her personal enjoyment and interest, she also stated that she always thought
about how she could use Japanese as a tool for her own advancement, whether in social or
economic ways. For her, being able to speak another language would be useful for minorities so
they would have a chance to succeed despite the societal and institutional barriers in their way
(Calhoun 2012). Throughout the interviews and discussions, the African-American participants
who learned other languages repeatedly positioned themselves as culturally sensitive, forward-
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looking, and globally minded, particularly in comparison to other Americans, including AfricanAmericans.
Even at early ages these students are perceiving language study as a positive and guiding
light toward the future. There is no evidence that students were indoctrinated into this mindset by
teachers or parents, but the interviews from these students suggest that at least some of the
ideologies that formed as a result of Spanish-language acquisition are independent of their
parents. This theme carries over to the identity formation of young African-American Spanishspeakers in that at least some of the time, some of them racially identify differently than their
biological parents.

2.2

Afro-Americano: A process of transracialization
A shifting state of mind is a shifting identity.

In this section I will discuss the different angles of sociolinguistic context from the
reviewed literature that precipitate identity shifting and transracialization. In regards to race or
ethnicity, several informants in that same study hinted at ideologies that are in harmony with the
project’s larger focus the identity of bilingual Afro-Americanos. Keshawn, a fifth grader who,
according to Angberg-Espinosa (2008) was three-quarters Black and one-quarter Filipino,
described himself as “―mixed,” whereas his records indicated he was also African American.
His parents were clear that, although he was mixed, he knew he was Black. Alyssa, a fifth
grader, was African American according to student records; however, after first describing
herself as African American in the dialogue, she went on further to say, “―It’s just fun to be two
different cultures” (Angberg-Espinosa 2008, pg. 165). When questioned about what she meant
by this statement, she explained she was referring to her biracial Mexican and African American
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background. The mother indicated that Alyssa would sometimes refer to herself as Latina and
sometimes as African American. When she would only refer to herself as Latina, her mother
would tell her she could take out her birth certificate and show her what it said: African
American. Elena, a seventh grader whose records indicated she was African American and
Latina, described herself as Latina, and in fact, it was later disclosed that as a result of AngbergEspinosa’s research project, she had had a discussion with her mother regarding the fact that she
thought she had to choose between one or the other but could not be both. It became very clear
in discussions with students that although they were originally thought to have identified strictly
with their African American heritage, learning Spanish and having a Hispanic/Latinx experience
led them to define themselves much more casually as culturally diverse. The repertoire of
identities, which is a slightly different way of looking at transracialization, enacted by Alyssa
and facilitated by her bilingualism recreates her social world and challenges assumptions of
unitary identity constructions for even non-mixed-race people.
The ‘repertoire of identities’ has been detailed by Bailey (2000) in his work on the
language of multiple identities among Dominican Americans. The framework is a reformulation
of Kroskrity (1993)—which detailed the Tewa people of Arizona, an almost inconceivably
unknown group of 600 Native-Americans living amongst 8,000 Hopi on the Hopi Reservation.
In the modern period, the Arizona Tewa served as intermediaries between the Hopi and the
increasingly influential Euro-Americans, and as interpreters—both literally and figuratively—of
the social changes which were gradually reshaping considerable portions of reservation life.
Even before English had become the second language of many Hopi in the beginning of the 20th
century, the Arizona Tewa who enjoyed a reputation for commanding multiple languages,
already exhibited considerable fluency in English (Kroskrity 1993). More figuratively, the
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Arizona Tewa served as interpreters of modernity by providing the Hopi with a model of
adaptation to social change. Through the interethnic interactions between the Hopi and the Tewa
there was generated a discernible congruence of codes, values, social and ceremonial
organization. Still, Kroskrity found, the paradox of the remarkable cultural persistence of Tewa
in maintaining their cultural, linguistic, and personality distinctions from a numerically larger
group, the Hopi (Kroskrity 1993).
Bailey represented this paradox in the study of multiple identities among Dominican
Americans with the ‘repertoire of identities’ adapted from Kroskrity. Like the Tewa, many
second generation Dominican Americans both strongly identify and experience significant
solidarity with another minority group: African-Americans. Many Dominican Americans report
that they feel more comfortable with their African American peers, in general, that they do with
Hispanic peers who are not from the Caribbean (i.e. Mexican and Guatemalan immigrants)
(Bailey 2000). And also like the Tewa and Hopi, these two groups typically share a common
structural position characterized by their working-class status, the segregated neighborhoods they
inhabit, the substandard schools they attend, and a similar non-white phenotype. This
relationship is demonstrated primarily through the sociolinguistic facets of identity negotiation.
Analysis of language and naturally occurring discourse is a means to understanding how
Dominican individuals, as social actors, linguistically highlight social boundaries and activate
these facets of identity that are extremely complex. The complexity of this identity shift
expresses itself in many different, often contradictory, ways. Consider for instance, María,
(Bailey 2000) a U.S. born Dominican who identifies herself using words such as Hispanic,
Black, Spanish, a New York girl, 100 % Dominican, Dominican-Puerto-Rican, a descendent
from Spanish ancestors, and White. So although a label like “Dominican American” suggests a
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degree of uniformity, the repertoire of identities (Kroskrity 1993) enacted by Dominican
Americans, and the explicit heteroglossia of their language, embody and recreate a social world
that challenges assumptions of unitary identity constructions. The paradox in this case is that
while María’s is willing to shift her identity to Black, and enact linguistic codes like AAVE that
are typical to African-Americans, she also participates in the resistance against Blackness. The
manner in which Dominican Americans resist Blackness is indeed the loophole AfricanAmericans are using to shift identity, deconstruct ethnoracial boundaries, and embody AfroAmericanismo.
Dominican second generation resistance to phenotype-racialization as Black or White
makes the often veiled process of ethnic/racial shifting possible, particularly in the construction
of the category African-American. Second generation Dominican Americans must negotiate a
United States social reality with understandings and interpretive frameworks that are partly the
result of the distinct social history of their parents’ homelands, and partly the result of clearly
defined black/white racial hierarchies of the United States. Dominican Americans define their
race in terms of language and ethnolinguistic heritage, referring to their race variously as
“Dominican,” “Spanish,” “Hispanic,” or “Latinx.” In the Dominican Republic, however, the
majority of the population ranges across a continuum of phenotypes encompassing African,
European, and indigenous Taíno ancestry, and there is little sense of social identity associated
with perceived relative degrees of African and European ancestry. Nor are there corresponding
linguistic markers attributed to the different phenotype groups, that is, there is no version of
Afro-Dominican Spanish vs. a more standard Euro-Dominican Spanish used by lighter skin
people in the same sense that AAVE can be linked to working class African Americans vs. the
standard that is proportionally linked to middle class and elite Whites. Dominicans growing up in
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the United States are therefore confronted with often contradictory Dominican and American
frameworks for construing “racial” identities. This is salient in the everyday lives of Dominican
Americans because they are often seen by others in black/white racial terms that are at odds with
the ethnolinguistic terms in which they see themselves (Bailey 2001).
Thus, the Spanish language of Dominicans becomes a defining criterion for assignment
to a widely-recognized, pre-existing United States social category: Hispanic. In everyday terms,
it enables access to a thriving ethnolinguistic community with its own churches, restaurants,
stores, Spanish language media, and community organizations, a world that exists in many ways
parallel to, and separate from, Anglophone society. This represents the loophole that Spanish
speaking African Americans exploit when shifting to a subjective Afro-Americano
distinctiveness. In other words, once an African-American becomes fluent in Spanish, Black skin
actually works in favor of the identity shift. This is in sharp contrast with non Hispanic, non
Spanish speaking people of African ancestry like Haitians, who by the second generation already
consider themselves more or less entwined with African American identity, as the Haitian
community does not have the numbers to support the thriving of French/Creole (Bailey 2001).
This subject position can be viewed as akin to a transracialized or what Calhoun (2012)
calls a, “cosmopolitan identity.” A concept dating back to the times of the Greeks, modern
cosmopolitanism suggests a way of being in the world, a way of constructing an identity for
oneself that is different from, and arguably opposed to, the idea of belonging to or devotion to or
immersion in a particular culture. All humans perpetuate culture and society through their
participation in discourse, but the cosmopolitan (transracialized) subject develops a sense of
awareness of how they participate within their different discourses and how they can become
responsible and agentive in shaping them (Spisak 2009).
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Much of the ethnographic work that this project seeks to engage in is not only how
African-American Spanish speakers are perceived by society, but also how they perceive
themselves. Related work comes from the field of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) which
has made little mention of learners’ racial and ethnic identity. This is due to the common
assumption that these factors have limited bearing on the universal metacognitive and affective
processes that language learning theorists seek to understand. It also explains the struggle
researchers have had in conceptualizing theories that accurately expound the relationship
between the language learner and the language learning context provided by either the classroom
or the social world (Anya 2011). Due to cracks in the knowledge base, the nuances of how
individual African-Americans acquire Spanish and the types of personal investment and/or
motivation that are foundational in such an acquisition remain relatively unknown. Researchers
do know that L2 learning is a transformative agent in identity – one through which learners first
imagine themselves as target language users and then work toward the realization of this future
self as their abilities, interactional possibilities, and perspectives evolve over time (Anya 2011).
Only Anya’s study to my knowledge confirms that successful black second language (L2)
learners have positive formative experiences of investment in a community of learners, desire to
connect with members of a community of L2 speakers who mirror their past present and
future/ideal selves, and are motivated to excel in SLA by their integrative need to connect with
both communities of learners and speakers. Clearly, more work is needed to better understand
how language learning transforms one’s identity.
It is worthwhile to briefly discuss Positioning Theory, as the premise of this theoretical
framework undoubtedly helps shape this project’s ethnography, analysis and conclusions about
transracialization. The concept of ‘positioning’ as a conversational phenomenon refers to the
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way different binary categories of people (men and women, adults and children, teachers and
students) enter into interactions and present the self via language (Davies & Harré 1999). It is the
discursive production of the Self. The positionings that each individual occupies within certain
communities are influenced by the participant’s perceptions of their rights and obligations, and
of the place or ‘position’ they occupy in relation to the sociocultural context in which they
interact. In positioning theory, humans are not seen as objects with forces acting on them, but
rather as agents that shift with intention to both create and give meaning to the things around
them. They do this with language. Accordingly, who one is always manifests as an open question
with a shifting answer depending upon the positions made available within one’s own and
others’ discursive practices. These premises depend on the foundation that race, ethnicity and
language are all constructed and brought into being during interactions. In illustrated terms, an
individual like Alyssa (Davies & Harré 1999) can select from her repertoire of identities an
identity that positions herself as Latina when the context would lend her the advantage, and
exercise this choice by speaking Spanish from her then re-raced black body. This also describes
the earlier case of Maria: a U.S. born Dominican who, depending on the context of the situation,
identifies herself as Hispanic, Black, Spanish, a New York girl, 100% Dominican, DominicanPuerto-Rican, a descendent from Spanish ancestors, and White. Positioning Theory explains
discontinuities in the production of self with reference to 1. Multiple and contradictory discursive
practices and 2. The interpretations of those practices that can be brought into being by speakers
and hearers as they engage in conversations (Davies & Harré 1999).
The line that defines the differences in these identity categorizations is imaginary because
a person can belong to more than one, and depending on the context can select an identity from
their repertoire in accordance with the social capital needed in the moment. Student responses

24

made it evident that self-definition and self-perception evolved much farther beyond the
categories from which their parents’ generation was asked to choose from on the official school
forms (Angberg-Espinosa 2008). The following chapters’ goals are to examine Spanish-speaking
African-Americans through the use of interviews and observations to illustrate the theories
presented in this chapter in a way that brings those theories to life and allows us to amalgamate a
coherent theory that explains how the interplay of this unique linguistic niche manifests in the
real-world social context. What happens to a social world that was constructed on the idea that
individuals have ‘positions’ when these individuals intentionally shift positions? An equally
important inquiry: what is the nature of the social world after this happens? These are the
questions I will seek to answer in Chapter 4 where I analyze the data collected from the
experiences of Afro-Americanos in New York.
Given the sociopolitical arrangements of the larger society, these identities are often seen
and experienced as contradictory and oppositional to each other. African-American youth have
to be capable of dealing with the dilemmas that emerge from the socially constructed
contradictory nature of these identities, as well as those inherent in the identities themselves
(Perry 2003). An African American student will most likely feel pressure to negotiate all three
identities in most schools in the United States, but in Two-Way Immersions (TWI) schools,
where the status of the minority language (Spanish, for example) and culture (Latinx) is an
important goal, African Americans might face additional challenges. For these students, the
status of Spanish and ―the other minority culture could be interpreted as more important than
their own culture. There is the potential that they might ask themselves, ―I‘m not White and I‘m
not Latinx; then how do I fit in, and where is my value in this program? Mainstream culture and
Standard English have the power, Latinx culture, and Spanish I can live without on a daily basis
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outside of school, but in school, I must learn to navigate and understand. What about my culture?
Where is it represented? African American participants in these schools are in a context where
they are few in number and where neither their home language/communication styles nor culture
have power. Thus, Black students in TWI programs essentially need to manage four identities:
their identity as members of a caste like group due to the enslaved status of their ancestors, their
identity as members of mainstream U.S. society, their identity as members of a cultural group in
opposition to which Whiteness historically and contemporarily continues to be defined—plus the
identity of an African American in a language program where the goals include appreciation for
and elevation of the status of Spanish and the Latinx culture (Perry 2003, Angberg-Espinosa
2008). One of the potential directions we can take to arrive at an answer for this dilemma is to
examine older students.
As agentive beings, the subjective identity shifts of older students can be conscious and
deliberate according to what degree individuals want to incorporate and expand certain
constellations of elements from other ethnicities into their lives. Davis and Markham (1991)
examined historically and predominantly Black colleges (HBCUs) to investigate student attitudes
about particular foreign language programs and their cultural content. Results demonstrated that
African Americans have a positive attitude toward foreign language study and that 84% do not
feel that studying a foreign language is a threat to their cultural identity, although researchers did
not include specifics on how these informants perceive themselves, and whether their ethnoracial identity was impacted by the addition of a foreign language. Around 40% suggest their
classes would have been better if some emphasis had been given to African themes. We can
draw certain conclusions from this data that reflect the project’s larger hypotheses on
transracialization. Firstly, African-American college students’ racial identity is not impenetrable
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but porous, allowing and consciously creating spaces for cross-cultural influences to flow
through. Secondly, there has been an increased interest in speaking Spanish from an African
standpoint. That is, an intention to blend the themes of their own culture’s music, dance, media,
literature, history and traditions with learning Spanish. The result is the transformation of
Spanish from a foreign language into a heritage language—one that can be organically cultivated
into the Afro-Americano ethnorace.
Not every linguist in the field is supportive of frameworks that position AfricanAmericans as agents in the shaping of identity. The Douglas Fir Group (DFG) is a writing body
of 15 authors (including Bonny Norton) that publishes articles collaboratively in spaces like The
Modern Language Journal. The DFG (2016) framework, that I will discuss more in detail later
on, suggests that the solution is for L2 learners to refashion their relationships with others by
taking on alternative identities. This work has been subject to criticism about how language
learning education programs may not actually promote more equitable participation of AfricanAmericans in LOTE (Languages other than English). Specifically, Flores & Rosa (2019) opine
that frameworks such as these place the onus on racialized people to undo their own oppression
while presupposing that their efforts to inhabit new identity positions will be recognized as such
by the listener (Flores & Rosa 2019).

2.3

The Black body as an agent of change.
Another pertinent angle in the proposed project will be to explore what impact Spanish in

combination with Black-American bodies will have on language and racial ideologies in the
United States. The reach of these changes certainly includes, but is not limited to “foreign”
language education and Spanish departments, bilingual education programs in urban centers, the
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development of minority language resources, and the positioning and representation of black
“heritage” speakers of Spanish in the U.S. These questions have their foundations in embodied
sociocultural linguistics, an integrated field that studies how language and body work together in
creating the social world (Bucholtz 2016). The African-American Spanish speaker readjusts
indexical links taken for granted in public discourse about what, and how Americans speak in
(white) public spaces (Hill 2009). Scholars recognize that language ideologies go beyond
indexing a conflation of social categories to a bodily phenotype that is imagined to be the source
of marked linguistic forms and practices. This ideology rationalizes the way people talk as part
of their essence, and that this essence is anchored within the body. The categorizing power of
bodies is co-constructed as discourse between speakers and hearers and changes over time and
space as Black bodies utter Spanish (or French, Japanese, Korean, etc.) (Bucholtz & Hall 2016).
They have the potential to shift ideologies and challenge common tropes of American
linguicism: “Speak English, this is America.” The Black African-American body is not subject to
the indexical link between Spanish and xenophobia, thereby proving itself fertile ground for the
analysis of how racialization (the production of race), racism (the ideology purporting the
superiority of one constructed race over another), and race relations (the tone of interactions
between groups of constructed races) manifest through the embodiment of language.
Two-way immersion (TWI) is not without its identity challenges for African-American
children. Perry (2003) argued that an African American student’s success rests on his/her ability
to navigate three different identities: his/her identity as a member of a caste like group, a member
of mainstream society and their identity as a member of a cultural group in opposition to which
Whiteness historically and contemporarily continues to be defined. To delve deeper into what
Perry means by this let us briefly summarize (if that is even possible) the Black experience in the
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United States. African-American children must first understand themselves as part of a
minoritized group — and understand how their ancestors made it to the west, as well as who
brought them and under what conditions. They must understand themselves as a part of their first
history, as descendents of the institutions and legacies of slavery, Jim Crow and segregation.
Then, post 1968, they must buy into a second history and participate as citizens in a mainstream
society that operates under laws that supposedly grants equal rights to every American citizen.
African-Americans mature to observe discrepancies between these two histories and bear
the burden of both illuminating and changing these disparities, all the while fighting to maintain
a positive Black body culture that is frequently misunderstood and demonized by a
predominately white mainstream. For example, consider the tensions that surface in black
communities when it comes to hair. Hair matters in black communities, and for black women in
this society, what is considered desirable and undesirable hair is based on one’s hair texture.
What is deemed desirable is measured against white standards of beauty, which include long and
straight hair, that is, hair that is not kinky or nappy. Consequently, black women’s hair, in
general, fits outside of what is considered desirable in mainstream society. The superimposition
of mainstream standards over black women has hatched the terms ‘good hair, and, ‘bad hair,’ to
connote straight hair versus kinky hair respectively (Banks 2000).
Under new guidelines released in 2019 by the New York City Commission on Human
Rights, the targeting of people based on their hair or hairstyle, at work, school or in public
spaces, will now be considered racial discrimination. The change in law applies to anyone in
New York City but is aimed at remedying the disparate treatment of black bodies; the guidelines
specifically mention the right of New Yorkers to maintain their “natural hair, treated or untreated
hairstyles such as locs, cornrows, twists, braids, Bantu knots, fades, Afros, and/or the right to
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keep hair in an uncut or untrimmed state.” The guidelines are based on the argument that hair is
inherent to one’s race (and can be closely associated with “racial, ethnic, or cultural identities”)
and is therefore protected under the city’s human rights laws, which outlaw discrimination on the
basis of race, gender, national origin, religion and other protected classes. “The guidelines call
out policies prohibiting natural hair or hairstyles most closely associated with black people that
perpetuate racist stereotypes that say black hairstyles are unprofessional or improper,” said
Carmelyn P. Malalis, the commissioner and chairwoman of the New York City Commission on
Human Rights (Stowe, 2019).
In New York, it isn’t difficult to find Black women and men who can speak about how
their hair has affected their lives in both subtle and substantial ways, ranging from veiled
comments from co-workers to ultimatums from bosses to look “more professional” or find
another job. Wearing an Afro in the 1960s, for instance, was often seen as a political statement
instead of a purely aesthetic choice, writes Noliwe Rooks, an author and professor at Cornell
University whose work explores race and gender. Dr. Rooks said that today, Black men who
shave designs into their hair as a stylistic choice may be perceived as telegraphing gang
membership. “People read our [Black] bodies in ways we don’t always intend,” Dr. Rooks said.
“As Zora Neale Hurston said, there is the ‘will to adorn,’ but there is often a backlash against it”
(Stowe, 2019 pg. 2). A raciolinguistic perspective runs parallel to these insights by considering
how language users’ intentions may be over-determined as inappropriate or inadequate by their
interlocutors because of their racialized position (Flores & Rosa 2019). Chaumtoli Huq, an
associate professor of labor and employment law at City University of New York School of Law,
said that attitudes will change as black politicians, like Stacey Abrams, who ran for governor of
Georgia, and Ayanna Pressley, who represents Massachusetts in Congress, rise in
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prominence.“As more high-profile black women like Abrams and Pressley opt for natural
hairstyles we may see a positive cultural shift that would impact how courts view these
guidelines that seek to prevent discrimination based on hair,” Ms. Huq said (Stowe, 2019 pg. 2).
I draw these parallels to trace a pattern of social change set into motion by the black body and its
accessory structures. In one way, black bodies use their hair as a catalyst for creating laws that
serve their upward mobility in society. In other ways, black bodies use language to deconstruct
racial underpinnings that no longer benefit this mobility.
Changing the color of the bodies (and the hair atop those bodies) that society idexically
links to professionalism does not exist in a vacuum. The literature suggests that the linguistics of
contact (i.e. between African-Americans and Latinxs) will not only denaturalize some of our
implicit assumptions, but allow us to see across borders of groups traditionally thought of as
‘different’ and more importantly to expand the definition of ‘border’ to include embodiment
(Mendoza-Denton 1999), changing the color of the bodies we indexically link to Spanish
varieties. According to the anthropological perspectives of the human body, each body has
within it an inherent subjectivity, what is called the ‘body-self’ that is constructed in several
ways, and that intersubjectivity (neither this body, nor that body, but a body positioned in an
intersection) is the next horizon on which we will see the construction of the body-self (Wolputte
2004). In anthropological discourse, it is important to understand the position that each body is
comprised of a social and natural component. The physical body is only responsible for the
natural experience. The social body ends up being a symbolic representation that controls how
the physical body is perceived.
This embodiment is the blending of the natural and the socially constructed that has the
effect of deconstructing society in a very natural way. One the one hand, in using one’s voice
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and body (transmodal stylization) to position one’s self in contrast to another, speakers can
create social meaning that is relevant to the interaction at hand but also the construct of race
(Goodwin 2010). On the other hand, the next frontier of transracialization may eliminate this
need for contrast on ideological grounds. Explained another way—as people participate in
transracialization, the social practice of believing that those raciolinguistic relationships (the
relationship between one’s race and one’s language) are immutable will eventually deconstruct.
Where does this leave us? In layman’s terms, people begin to view themselves and each other
not as Dominican or African-American or White, but a wide mix-and-match of skin colors
combined with languages that have no guaranteed rules as to how those combinations are
established and maintained.
This ‘mix-and-match’ approach to understanding is harmonious with ‘passing’ as it
relates to approximating the presentation of people from other groups. Passing is most commonly
defined as the ability to be taken for a member of a social category (ethnic, racial, class, gender,
etc.) other than one’s own (Cutler 2014). Bucholtz (1995) defines it as the “active construction of
how the self is perceived when one’s ethnicity is ambiguous to others” (p. 352). In the field of
SLA, it has been used to describe how an L2 speaker might, through intensive immersion,
careful practice, personal motivation, choice, or agency, be able to pass as a native speaker
(Piller, 2002). This describes many of the experiences of the participants of this study. Another
interesting observation Piller (2002) makes about passing is that expert L2 speakers who can
successfully pass in this way often choose to model their speech on non-standard varieties of the
L2, illustrating the powerful role of agency in selecting a specific L2 target variety. This in turn
points to the likelihood that highly proficient L2 speakers can and do make phonological choices
that involve pronunciation skills and a keen awareness of sociolinguistic variation (Piller, 2002,
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p. 200). These points made by Piller will help to explain the common theme that emerged in the
data presented in Chapter 4 on African-Americans who specifically intended to learn Dominican
varieties of Spanish due to the perceived ethno and racial affiliations (i.e. a commonality of
blackness).
Passing for a native speaker during brief encounters is quite different than styling. Styling
involves a more straightforward and stable relationship between language use and identity.
Speakers style their identities through the use of variables linked to identity categories for
constructing social meanings, social categories, and identity (Cutler 2014, Eckert 2008). A
complementary question is how an African-American Spanish speaker’s sense of self, one that
remains stable over time, intersects with the set of available identity categories in a society and
how this in turn affects the choice of which L2 phonology to adopt (Cutler 2014). This project
identifies the lack of appropriate identity categories that African-Americans living a Latinx
experience have to choose from, and seeks to coin the term Afro-Americano to fill that void.
All of these theoretical frameworks underscore the need for the study of how AfricanAmerican Spanish speakers are perceived in the United States, particularly because with identity
shifts come shifts in power dynamics. By the mid 1980’s, anthropology evolved to consider
subdisciplines that expanded the sociocultural and political underpinnings surrounding the
physical conditions of the body, and split the body into three ideological sections: The individual
(the new term for natural), the social and the body politic. This third dimension acknowledges
the embodiment of power. It frames the body as a tool or weapon to be used in the structuring of
society (Wolputte 2004). When body is combined with the power of language, these two forces
effectively create a two-pronged approach for political, cultural and social change, particularly
the deconstruction of race, racism and racialization. A critical awareness of the embodiment of
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language contributes to the choices agentive beings make in the reconstruction of their nations
and communities (Janks 2000). This allows us to ask questions that are more specific: 1. Why do
individuals make these choices and whose interests do they serve?, 2. Who is empowered or in
any way disempowered by the language used?, and 3. How do ideologies shift with repeated
exposure to Afro-Americanos?
This third question can be broken apart and politicized. While the black body is certainly
a site of politics, it is necessary to attend to the ways in which particular bodies are positioned in
relation to raciolinguistic ideologies of others. Before I get to the next section that deals with
observer’s perceptions, let us discuss the intersection between the perceptions of others and the
black body. Embodied cognition offers a point of entry for theorizing the role of raciolinguistic
ideologies in shaping cognitive processes. According to Ellis (2019), embodied cognition posits
that “much of cognition is shaped by this body we inhabit,” which is shaped by “the assumptions
about the world that become built into the organism as a result of repeated experience” (p. 41).
From a raciolinguistic perspective, one repeated experience that shapes the cognitive processes
of all people, at least in the U.S., is the legacy of colonialism that continues to inform
contemporary ways of thinking and knowing. While these ideologies have been reconfigured
throughout the centuries, the underlying framing has remained the same—there is something
inherently deficient about the language practices of (Black) racialized communities that make
them seem, in the eyes of many, inferior to the unmarked white norm (Rosa & Flores, 2017). In
light of these observations, my question is: Can language change the frame of the Black
American body?
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2.4

Upending Expectations: The Language of Emergence

The key to destabilizing these systems may lie in transracialization: the political and
sociocultural act of recontextualizing one’s phenotype with the use of language, and in so
doing, upending the observers’ stereotypical expectations of who one is (Alim 2016).

Preliminary findings suggest the need for more research on the nature and variety of
African-American heritage speakers’ experiences due to how they are perceived by others within
their immediate communities, and the role of ethnoracial affinity and integrativeness as related to
both communities of learners and communities of speakers. As has been previously discussed,
there is evidence to support the Dominican American practice of using Spanish in public spaces
to distinguish themselves from African-Americans in the United States (Bailey 2000). The
common trope, “I’m not Black, I’m Dominican,” speaks volumes as to the belief that these two
“groups” are separate, even if they share a similar phenotypical appearance and African ancestry.
What is interesting about the work Uju Anya (2011) has done is to point out that while
Dominicans’ use of Spanish to assert their desire not to be racialized as Black, AfricanAmericans’ use of Spanish and being racialized by observers as Hispanic may not be considered
as undesirable for these speakers. Several students describe being enchanted by multiracial/ethnic/lingual urban childhood neighbors. Says Mayra (one of Anya’s informants): “In my
neighborhood I also have a lot of Dominicans and other Hispanics who live there and I am
constantly bombarded with Spanish since I get mistaken for being Hispanic” (2011, p. 452).
Mayra reported taking pride in being mistaken for Latina and choosing to learn many different
languages in order to “blend in” linguistically as easily as she did physically. Thus,
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multilingualism further legitimized for Mayra the perceived belonging and ease of movement
across many races and ethnicities that her physical appearance already afforded. This aspect of
her experience was, at least in part, created by others as the community members learned to deal
with Mayra’s positioning as an Afro-Americana. The informant clearly had a different and
arguably more integrative experience with Hispanic/Latinx people in her neighborhood as a
result of the new positioning.
The Douglas Fir Group (2016) framework offers a point of entry into beginning to
theorize this raciolinguistic perspective. The framework acknowledges that “depending on their
ascribed race, ethnicity, gender, or social class, some L2 learners may find that the opportunities
they have access to for language learning and for participation in their communities are limited
or constrained by the ways in which they are positioned by others, while other L2 learners may
find their opportunities to be abundant and unbounded” (p. 32). Here, the framework recognizes
the ways that one’s social status within the broader society can promote or hinder one’s
participation in the language classroom (Flores & Rosa 2019). As an African-American, Mayra
may have a special kind of parallel access to the Hispanics in her immediate surroundings that
gives her opportunities to express herself linguistically inside the target community.
Mayra’s sentiments, mentioned above, are not uncommon. Trevor Noah is a comedian
and is currently the host of Comedy Central’s The Daily Show. His memoir is extremely
powerful in its description of the complicated intersections of race and language while growing
up under South African apartheid. Noah’s mother was Black and his father was a White SwissGerman man. In the fourth chapter, “Chameleon,” Noah describes various instances of being
misidentified due to the cognitive dissonance he caused others as a result of the interplay
between his light (white) skin color and his fluency in diverse black African languages. His
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mother taught him to use his linguistic skills (English, Afrikaans, Zulu, Xhosa, and Tswana) as
weapons to protect himself from harm. As he was about to be mugged by Zulu perpetrators who
assumed him to be White, Noah spoke in their tongue and evaded the attack. Noah says, “I soon
learned that the quickest way to bridge the race gap was through language…” and later writes,
“These incidents made me realize that language, even more than color, defines who you are to
people. I became a chameleon. My color didn’t change but I could change your perception of my
color. Maybe I didn’t look like you, but if I spoke like you, I was you” (pg. 56). Noah’s
experiences completely align with Anya’s (2011) raciolinguistic-based conclusions that language
shapes our ideas about race and Blake’s (2016) assertions that when children are heard in New
York asking each other ‘Are you Black or Hispanic?,’ it is a language question, not one of race.
If one is phenotypically Black and Hispanic, (i.e. a dark-skinned Dominican), then one is
somehow not just Black and consequently not African American. In other words, one New
Yorker asking another the question of whether one is Black or Hispanic has less to do with skin
color and is relatively synonymous with: Do you speak Spanish and/or is at least one of your
parents from a Spanish speaking nation? (Blake 2016). Trevor Noah’s experience of upending
expectations is also reminiscent of Rosa’s (2019) current definitions of enregisterment.
Specifically, the notion of raciolinguistic enregisterment challenges us to understand how race
has played a key role in bundling together linguistic features as sets associated with particular
models of personhood, such that we expect a person identified in a particular way to produce
those features or we come to assign identities based on the perception of those features (Rosa,
2019). A final angle to consider is that the space that transracialized Spanish-speaking
African-Americans occupy comes into being only between themselves and Spanish-speakers,
most of whom are Latinxs. These interactions, like the ones between Mayra and her community
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and Trevor Noah and the Zulus, can be analyzed using a sociocultural and linguistic framework
constructed from a vast cross section of scholarly research from the fields of social psychology,
linguistic anthropology, and sociolinguistics. The framework contends that identity comes into
being/enters the social world through five principles of interaction between people and is not
some inherent psychological position held as a stand-alone reality in the human mind (Bucholtz
2005). Three of these principles support research on Afro-Americanos and how people who
observe them form perceptions. Crucially, the emergence principle states that it is easiest to
recognize the emergence of identity in cases where speakers’ language use does not conform
with the social category to which they are normatively assigned. This principle often manifests,
as we shall see in the data, as shock and/or surprise. The indexicality principle states that identity
formation relies on ideological structures because associations between language and identity are
rooted in cultural beliefs and values (ideologies) about the types of people who can/cannot
should/should not produce particular sorts of language. This principle often manifests as the
question from the opening anecdote in Chapter 1:¿De dónde eres?—Where are you from? This
question shows the observer’s confusion about the perceived ‘mis-match’ between the language
they hear and the color of the body producing it. The question speaks volumes as to the belief
system of the speaker their mis/understanding of raciolinguistics. Speakers either reference their
own identity categories with labels, presuppose identities of other speakers based on their own
ideologies, display evaluative reactions to ongoing talk or un/consciously use structures
associated with specific people or groups. The relationality principle states that your identity can
only be understood in relation to someone else’s. Furthermore, identity juxtapositions do not all
revolve around the binary of same or different. One can adequate by making oneself similar and
downplaying differences (Bucholtz 2005). One of the most obvious manifestations of this
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principle is when observers say, “Oh, I thought you were [insert demonym here].” In these
instances it easy to see that Afro-Americanos are quite often perceived in relation to established
Hispanic ethnic groups.

2.5

Conclusions
These fundamental observations from the literature form the foundation of the project and

support the themes that emerged from the research data:
1. L2 speakers might, through intensive immersion, careful practice, personal
motivation, choice, or agency, often choose to model their speech on non-standard
varieties of the L2, illustrating the powerful role of agency in selecting a specific L2
target variety. This in turn points to the likelihood that highly proficient L2 speakers
can and do make phonological choices that involve pronunciation skills and a keen
awareness of sociolinguistic variation (Piller 2002).
2. Language more than phenotype defines (and defies) the boundaries of ethnicity,
illustrated perfectly by Hall’s (1995) discussion of passing wherein the ideological
link between language and ethnicity is so potent that the use of linguistic practices
associated with a given ethnic group may be sufficient for an individual to pass as a
group member, and upend interlocutors’ expectations of who a speaker is (Alim
2016).
3. The Diaspora of African peoples have in common the phenomenon of using language
to counteract the social underpinnings of racism, race relations, and racialization
(Landers 1997).
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Chapter 3 Methodology
Many theorists who examine the intersection of race and language or raciolinguistics
(Alim, Rickford & Ball 2016) use methodological approaches that merge micro interactional
analysis with broad ethnographic field observations in order to comprehend the diverse and fluid
nature of reading race. This approach posits race as both an indexical process (making
associations between “black” people and how “black” people speak) and an ideological one
(constructing belief systems that address how “black” people use language). From this angle,
race can be observed as it produces itself through relations of power between speakers.
According to Stuart Hall (1996), linguistic ethnographic approaches help get ethnicity and race
into perspective as significant, but not all-encompassing processes that are complex but at once
ordinary. Bucholtz and Hall (2005) suggest several approaches of which two are central to my
work on African American Spanish speakers. 1. The ethnographic grounding of linguistic
anthropology and 2. The ethno methodological sensibility of discourse analysis, which in
different ways both privilege the perspectives of participants over those of the analyst. The
former refers to the study of individuals, and allows the researcher to get to know people and
how they experience themselves in the world with these particular embodied and linguistic traits.
It seeks to understand how people feel about themselves in relation to others and the nuances of
identity that make these individuals unique in the sociolinguistic landscape. The latter will allow
me to focus exclusively on language use, assess proficiency, and ascertain the Spanish variety
the speaker was influenced by.

40

In this vein, my approach is a triangulation of methods that combines ethnographic and
sociolinguistic data collection involving interview, observations and digital journaling, with
social media analysis. These methods include semi-structured ‘ethnographic’ interviews in which
I spoke to informants one-on-one over a series of meetings, direct participant observation in
which I accompanied informants into their communities and observed their linguistic behavior,
and digital journals in which informants wrote personal, ongoing reflections of how Spanish is
impacting them on a daily basis. Lastly, I followed the YouTube channels of nine AfroAmericanos to explore how these speakers reflect on their acquisition and use of Spanish. The
remainder of the chapter locates the researcher, the community and describes the participants and
how they were recruited. Then it delves into each of the methods used to gather the data in
greater detail, providing theoretical grounding for each.

3.1

Locating the Researcher
“The beliefs and behaviors of the researcher should be seen as part of the empirical

evidence for (or against) the claims advanced in the results of the research” (Harding 1987:9). As
a result, it is impossible for me to gather or analyze research from an impartial standpoint,
camouflaging my own opinions and misrepresenting them as objective observations. Therefore, I
choose to locate myself centrally among the participants I interviewed for this study, as I
consider myself the embodiment of the theories, research and conclusions being made in this
work. In consideration of these points, I will discuss the label ‘Afro-Americano,’ how it applies
to me, and how it connects me to this work. But first, I would like to talk about my history as an
African-American Spanish speaker and my personal attachment to the project.
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I was born and raised in Camillus, a suburb of the city of Syracuse in central New York. I
have a large immediate and extended family of middle and working class African-Americans.
We attended an all African-American church and I spent much of my youth in church groups like
the usher board and Boy Scouts. I even have a family name, Marcus, which is used by others in
these contexts to distinguish me from my father, John Sr. My day-to-day life, however, was a
stark contrast. My family moved to the suburbs before I was born. The decision to do so was
based on my father’s desire to be close to Allied Chemical, the production plant he worked for—
now closed since 1986. He rotated on so many different shifts that driving a great distance was
not preferred. My mother was more interested in a school district that could provide an education
of noteworthy quality. Growing up in the city, she had seen the educational inequities and
decided to give her children different opportunities. And so, the newlyweds bought a house in
the all-white suburb of Camillus and moved in on September 1, 1976. I attended the all-white
West Genesee High School and graduated in 2002. I was the only African-American out of 400
students in the senior class. Over time I became accustomed to going back and forth between
these two experiences— always looking for some type of authenticity within myself that I could
use as a personal foundation. Around African-American kids, I spoke too “White” and around
Caucasian-Americans I spoke too “ghetto.”
In the 8th grade, around the time I was 13 years old, I discovered that I possessed the
capacity to learn Spanish and received better grades in that class than in English. When I reflect
back on how I progressed through the levels of Spanish and out-learned my peers, I see that it
was because I was looking for emotional wholeness, the feeling of well-being, an escape from
some darker thoughts that followed me. What initially drew me in was the awareness that when I
was interacting with people in Spanish, my mind couldn’t worry in English. It was impossible to
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participate in troublesome, contradictory and unhealthy thought patterns because my Spanish
wasn’t developed or engrained enough to worry in this new language. As a result, it made me
feel extremely present within myself, and free.
When I was 16, I got a job at a supermarket inside the city limit on the West side of
Syracuse. This is the most densely populated area of Hispanic people in the city. Away from the
suburban Whites who could accept only parts of me and in a more urban context, I was able to
meet Puerto Rican shoppers who benefitted from having me around. I would translate between
pharmacists and Spanish-speakers, entertain friendly conversations with elderly, and give
directions about where certain items could be found in the store. That was originally how I began
to fall in love with the language. I could see the tangible benefits that manifested themselves: as
a result of the academic effort I exerted in the classroom the real world benefits made themselves
obvious. I remember the exhilarating boost of self-esteem I felt when I would have a successful
interaction with a customer in Spanish based on something I had learned in the classroom. I still
remember the way managers would call me over the store loudspeaker: “John to customer
service, John to customer service.”
This was the third and final piece that shaped my ethno-cultural and social identity as I
know myself today, a nomad of sorts wandering between White, African-American and Latinx
cultures and building an authentic place within myself to feel comfortable in all three. I became
friends with many of the Puerto Rican employees that worked there, often hanging out in
people’s homes in the summer, speaking Spanish with their parents and grandparents and
soaking up their culture in the forms of music, food, and dance. The experience made such an
impression that I studied abroad in Puerto Rico a few years later during my junior year of
undergrad at SUNY Buffalo. I ended up ‘coming out’ at the end of that semester, as the secrecy
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of hiding my sexuality was too difficult to come back to after experiencing the highs of studying
Spanish in the Caribbean. In simple terms, Spanish rounded out my repertoire of identities
(Kroskrity 1993) and was the vehicle I traveled in to enrich my soul in such a way that
opportunities that I would have never been able to experience began to flow effortlessly into my
experience.
These emotional highs sparked a burning desire to learn more, travel the Spanishspeaking world, and dedicate my professional life to language teaching. I followed the blissful
high that talking to people in another language gave me all the way through my undergraduate
college years, through a New York University master’s program in Spanish in Madrid and then
another master’s in Teaching Spanish at Lehman College as part of New York City’s Teaching
Fellows. Now that a Ph.D. degree is on the horizon, my identity expands again, opening up new
interpretations about what it will “mean” to be an African-American college professor of
Spanish. I wanted to study Afro-Americanos because after living in New York City for 11 years,
I started to meet a lot of people like me. It seemed as though every few months—whether it be at
First Saturdays at the Brooklyn Museum, Soul Summit in Brooklyn during the summer, or house
parties in Washington Heights, I bumped into Black Americans who were fluent in Spanish. I
was fascinated by seeing myself in so many other peoples’ experiences—each both similar and
different to my own. I knew that this niche was understudied from preliminary searches I did in
some of the prominent linguistic journals on Google Scholar. When I left my job teaching highschool Spanish, I decided that if I pursued a Ph.D. it would have to be a worthy topic that both
personally enriched me as well as the intellectual communities of the institutions I applied to. I
identified my intentions to embark upon this research in my original letter of interest when I
applied to the PhD program in Hispanic Linguistics at the Graduate Center.
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3.2

The Communities
The first phase of the study took place in New York City’s most racially diverse and

multilingual neighborhoods where the country’s two largest and most powerful minority groups,
African-Americans and Hispanics, live. Both reside in relatively close proximity and in large
numbers in; East, West and Central Harlem, Washington Heights, and The Bronx. West Harlem,
consisting of Manhattanville and Hamilton Heights, as a whole is predominately Hispanic.
African Americans make up about a quarter of the West Harlem population (Manhattan CD 9
Profile 2013). In 2016, there were about 143,487 people in Central Harlem, 52.8% identified as
black, 26.7% identified as Hispanic (CoreData.nyc). Spanish Harlem, also known as “El Barrio”
and East Harlem, is sandwiched in the northeastern corner of Manhattan and has historically
been home to several immigrant communities. The neighborhood boundaries are Harlem River to
the north, the East River to the east, East 96th Street to the south, and 5th Avenue to the west.
Today it's one of the largest predominantly Latinx communities in New York City, nevertheless
with a significant Black presence. In 2016, there were about 238,759 people in Washington
Heights/Inwood, 8.8% identified as black and 67.3% identified as Hispanic. The Bronx as a
whole represents by far the most interrelated community of African-Americans and Hispanics at
29.5% and 55.4% respectively.

3.3

Recruiting Subjects
In total I interviewed 20 African-American Spanish speakers over the course of six

months from May-October, 2019. The first recruitment strategy was to exploit my connections
on social media and post ads soliciting research subjects on certain Facebook networking event
pages that are frequented predominantly by African-American people (i.e. Soul Summit, First
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Saturdays at the Brooklyn Museum etc.) in order to reach out to these people and research their
linguistic practices. Six individuals came forward this way. The description of the post had my
email address and potential participants were asked to contact me.
However, the most successful tool by far in the recruitment of the subjects for this study
was the friend-of-a-friend method. It seemed that although large groups of the particular speakers
in question were hard to find, the people I knew always knew at least one other AfricanAmerican Spanish speaker. Initially I knew three people who lived in Washington Heights and
the pool of subjects expanded from there. I followed the chains that branched out from the
original three all around the city into the neighborhoods listed above. I interviewed people in
Brooklyn, Manhattan, The Bronx and Queens. I also spoke to several people who did not live in
New York City, but that shared the experience of those I sought out to study and so I perceived
their stories worthy of inclusion. Overall, 14 of the participants were found as a result of my or
others’ personal connections. The following table includes basic biographical data about each
subject:
Table 3.1:Interviewees
Subject Subject
Gender Age Occupation/
#
(pseudonym)

Educational Partner
Level
Identity

1.

Arthur

M

41

Teacher

M.A.

2.

Greta

F

61

English
Professor

PhD

3.

Chrissa

F

30

Artist/
unemployed

B.A.

Spanishspeaking,
Hispanic
male
Monolingual 3
Englishspeaking,
male
Single
2

4.

D’nisha

F

36

Social Worker

M.A.

Spanish-

46

# of
times
quoted
in this
project
5

2

5.

Sara

F

24

Waitress

N/A

6.
7.
8.

Hillary
Fran
Yema

F
F
F

26
29
49

9.

Reggie

M

51

Bartender
Internet Sales
Medical
Technician
Activist

B.A.
M.A.
Associates
Degree
B.A

10.

Kelis

F

33

Web
Developer

B.A.

11.

Morgan

M

35

Club Promoter B.A.

12.
13.
14.

Brenda
Mary
Eriva

F
F
F

46
30
38

B.A.
BSN
B.A.

15.

Akira

F

24

unemployed
Nurse
Online Fitness
Entrepreneur
Undergraduate
Student/
Unemployed

16.

Kaleena

F

29

unemployed

17.
18.

Jalyssa
Tiffany

F
F

44
40

19.

Tyonna

F

38

Barista
HS Diploma
Administrative B.A.
Assistant
NYC MTA
HS Diploma

20.

Shawn

M

39

Insurance
Salesman/
Unemployed
47

speaking,
Hispanic
male
Monolingual
Englishspeaking,
male
single
single
single

5

2
3
3

Monolingual
Englishspeaking,
male
Spanishspeaking,
Hispanic
male
Multilingual
male (non
Spanishspeaking)
single
Single
single

5

Working
towards a
B.A.

Spanishspeaking,
Hispanic
male

1

HS Diploma

Spanishspeaking,
Hispanic
male
single
single

2

Spanishspeaking,
Hispanic
male
single

4

B.A.

3

8

3
2
2

2
1
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3.4

The 20 Participants
In total, 16 women and four men agreed to participate in this research study. All

participants self-identified as African-American. All but two of the participants live in the
neighborhoods of New York City discussed above. The age range of the participants was from
24 to 61-years-old. Out of all the participants, 15 were college educated with a bachelor’s degree
or higher (three possessed master’s degrees and one possessed a Ph.D.). Employment status was
held by 15 participants (13 full-time and 2 part-time). Of the 15 working participants, all 15 of
them admitted to using Spanish at their place of work at least once within the last 30 days. Nine
of the participants who use Spanish at work do so in an official capacity (necessary to be
competent on the job) while six speak Spanish in an unofficial capacity (with co-workers, but not
necessary for the job). Ten of the participants are in committed relationships and 10 are single.
Of the 10 people in relationships, six of them are in relationship with someone who also speaks
Spanish but who is not Afro-Americano. Three of the participants in relationships are with
someone who only speaks English and one was with someone who speaks multiple languages
none of which are Spanish. It is worth mentioning here also, as I will discuss the implications of
this particular intersection later on, that all four of the men identify as gay, and that the sexual
identities of the women (apart from conclusions made from their heterosexual relationship status)
are unknown. Almost half of the participants spent time in a Spanish speaking country at some
point in their development, and most of these experiences were study abroad programs.

3.5

Ethnographic techniques and methods
This work is loosely based on ethnographic techniques and methods in that my work is

centered on the complexities of the communities which I have both frequented and lived over the
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course of 11 years in New York City. When used as a method, ethnography typically refers to
fieldwork conducted by a single investigator who lives with and lives like those who are studied,
usually for a year or more (Van Maanen 2011). Typical ethnographic research employs three
kinds of data collection: interviews, observation, and documents. This in turn produces three
kinds of data: quotations, descriptions, and excerpts of documents, resulting in one product:
narrative description. Ethnographic methods can give shape to new constructs, paradigms, and
variables (Genzuk 2003). According to Hammersley (2016) the term “ethnography” refers to
social research that has most of the following features: 1. People’s behavior is studied in
everyday contexts, rather than under experimental conditions created by the researcher, 2. Data is
gathered from a range of sources but observation and/or relatively informal conversations are
usually the main ones, and 3. The approach to data collection is unstructured in the sense that it
does not involve following through a detailed plain set up at the beginning. This does not mean
that the research is unsystematic; simply that initially the data is collected in as raw a form, and
on as wide a front as feasible (Genzuk 2003).
Norma Mendoza-Denton’s (2008) Homegirls: Language and Cultural Practice among
Latina Youth Gangs is the first major ethnographic work and the first book-length sociolinguistic
study of Latina identity. Looking to this work for inspiration will offer a template for
sociolinguistic analysis of language variation and change as well as an anthropological analysis
of the relationship between language and the semiotics of the racialized black body. MendozaDenton (2008) illustrates how the use of linguistic variables in conjunction with other semiotic
devices (make-up, clothing, and musical production/consumption) is yet another means of
distinction for the girls in the study, one of the many micro-level phenomena that construct their
macro-level social identities.
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3.6

The Interviews
According to Patton (1987) there is no one right way of interviewing, no single correct

format that is appropriate for all situations. The particular evaluation situation, the needs of the
interviewee, and the personal style of the interview all come together to create a unique situation
for each interview. Therein lays the challenge of in-depth interviewing: situational
responsiveness and sensitivity to get the best data possible. The precepts outlined below served
as guidelines for the interview phase of my data collection (Patton 1987):
1. The fundamental principle of qualitative interviewing is to provide a framework within
which respondents can express their own understandings in their own terms.
2. Understand different kinds of information one can collect through interviews: behavioral
data, opinions; feelings; knowledge; sensory data; and background information.
3. Ask truly open-ended questions
4. Observe non-verbal cues while interviewing. Be aware of and sensitive to how the person
is emotionally affected by and responds to different questions.
Ethnographic interviews are generally comprised of questions that spotlight relevant
childhood and adult experiences that intersect with sociocultural phenomena being studied. Each
informant knew that I was a CUNY graduate student studying Afro-Americanismo and agreed to
tell their stories anonymously and completely. I had a list of 20 core questions to work off of,
following the participant’s lead down many different avenues that I hadn’t previously
considered. Each person presented something fresh in response to these questions, although the
themes that revealed themselves throughout the interview process are unmistakable connections
that weave together each person’s experiences.
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3.7

Preliminary Interview Questions:

1. How does Spanish inform your identity as an African-American individual?
2. What reactions do you get in daily interactions with Spanish-speakers as an AfricanAmerican?
3. How do you perceive yourself and your race in comparison to other monolingual
English-speaking African-Americans?
4. How do you perceive yourself and your race in comparison to other Spanish-speaking
Latinxs/as?
5. What kind of assumptions have been made about you that you are aware of as a
Black/African-American Spanish-Speaker?
6. What influence does Blackness have on language learning for you?
7. What was your motivation in learning Spanish?
8. Is there a reason you consciously chose to learn Spanish over other languages?
9. What specific variety of spoken Spanish have you orientated yourself toward? Why?
10. What elements of Hispanic culture other than language have you adopted into your life?
Why?
11. What kind of investments (social, financial, personal) have you made into the Hispanic
community and what has been the return on these investments?
12. How has being a Black Spanish speaker differentiated your experience from say, a White
American Spanish learner?
13. Have you ever consciously used your blackness together with Spanish for any intended
social purposes?

51

14. Have you ever benefitted socially or interpersonally with either a person or group of
people because you are a Black/African-American Spanish-Speaker?
15. How has speaking Spanish helped you develop other aspects of your identity, personal
characteristics or personality traits?
16. Have you ever benefitted financially as result of being a Black/African-American
Spanish-speaker?
17. How has your knowledge of Spanish benefitted your professional career?
18. Do you have children? If so, do you speak to them in Spanish?
19. Have you ever experienced Racism as a result of being a Black/African-American
Spanish-speaker?
20. What other aspects of your identity have come into focus at the intersection of race and
language?
I interviewed my informants at public places like Starbucks and my local institutional library,
in private residences of the participants, over the phone, through email, on the street and even at
bars. I expressed no preference as to how, where, or in what language it was to take place in
order to allow the informants to be comfortable to help me with my research. About half of the
interviews were conducted in English only, five in Spanish only, and five in a mix between the
two. For the interviews I conducted in-person or over the phone, I spent anywhere from 30
minutes to 1 hour making small talk, listening for connections, writing down follow-up questions
and staying alert for any small detail that could enrich my data or open up a new angle. Each
participant was compensated with a $10 Starbucks gift card, unless they declined.
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3.8

The Observations
The first and most fundamental distinction among observational strategies concerns the

extent to which the observer is also a participant in the activities being studied. This not as
simple as a choice between participation and nonparticipation. The extent of participation is a
continuum which varies from complete immersion in the program as a full participant to
complete separation from the activities observed, taking on a role as spectator; there is a great
deal of variation along the continuum between these two extremes (Genzuk 2003). During this
stage of the data collection I occupied several positions along this spectrum. In participant
observation, the researcher can share as intimately as possible in the life and activities of people
in the observed setting to develop an insider’s view of what is happening. This means that the
researcher not only sees what is happening but “feels” what it is like to be part of the group. It
should be said, though, that many ethnographers do not believe that understanding requires that
they become full members of the group being studied. To stay on the margins of a group, both
socially and intellectually, requires both an outside and an inside view. Adopting the outside
view can counterbalance the intimacy felt by the researcher and allow for as much objectivity as
possible. Some of the techniques employed to achieve this method involve not speaking, keeping
a considerable distance from the subjects being observed, and not asking follow-up questions
immediately—opting instead to take notes, analyze and make inferences about words, tone, nonverbals, frequency, and intensity of speech (Krueger 2014).
It is essential for the researcher to operate as a relatively humble jack-of-all-trades, going
along with subjects where they may travel, entering novel situation after novel situation with the
anxiety of the novice, and displaying an unusual intimacy with the darker corners of the subjects’
lives (Katz 2004). I interpret the ‘darker corners’ that Katz alludes to not to mean ‘nefarious’ but
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rather not yet seen, in need of the shedding of light and understanding. For example, participant
observation gives ethnographers opportunities to gather empirical insights into social practices
that are normally misunderstood or hidden from the public gaze (Reeves et. al 2008), and strives
to present a picture of subjects that differs substantially from what some large segment of social
thought and popular culture imagines to be the case (Katz 2004).
I was fortunate enough to be able to engage in direct first-hand participant observation on
four occasions to supplement the interview data. Two of the sessions involved one of the subjects
engaged in conversation with his domestic partner, a Dominican Spanish speaker. I recorded data
from both occasions by taking field notes. I originally met this couple through friends and
decided they would be valuable to the study when I overheard them speaking in Spanish to each
other at a house party in Harlem, New York. That first time, I inserted myself into their
conversation and asked questions about how their experience might relate to my research. The
second time, after I had interviewed the participant and organized an official observation, I chose
to let them converse without me acting as a guide. I went to the participants’ home for dinner and
apart from when I was directly involved in conversation, I primarily listened to the way they
spoke to each other, how, in what languages and in what contexts those languages were utilized.
The third observation took place in a Colombian restaurant in Jackson Heights, Queens.
One of the waitresses there is an African-American young woman in her 20s who was also a
student at Queens College where I was an adjunct during this graduate program. I never had her
as a student, but she did test out of Spanish 111 (the introductory level) to be moved to 112 for
the language requirement of her Business Administration program. Initially I had no real way of
knowing her ethnicity (Colombian or African-American) judging solely on her phenotype
(Black). I met her originally because I frequently dined at the restaurant and after some
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conversation about what I research, she confirmed that she was indeed African-American, and
would be willing to participate in the study. With this particular informant I did an
interview/observation simultaneously as it was easiest to have access to her while she was at
work. I sat at a table and ate while she attended to other patrons for over an hour, stopping by my
table to answer a few questions when she was able. I recorded notes about how she interacted
with customers in Spanish (outside view) and spoke with her at length individually about the
interview questions I outlined earlier.
The fourth observation is retrospective involving notes that I kept from my last job
teaching native language arts (Spanish) at Pan American International High School in Elmhurst,
Queens. Before I left that position to come to The Graduate Center almost six years ago I met an
African-American woman who taught theater there. Our school was exclusively Hispanic, with
students primarily from the “big four” as we called it: The Dominican Republic, Ecuador,
Mexico and Colombia. The purpose of my role as a Native Language arts teacher was to ensure
that children continued to build a solid foundation in Spanish while acclimating to life in the
United States. The purpose of the theater program, of which my friend was the director, was to
offer the students an artistic outlet on their English language learning journey. I remember
coming into her classroom during rehearsals and watching her interact with students in both
English and Spanish, and how that translated to stage shows that showcased bilingual skills as
well as original artistry. On a recorded interview I conducted with her during the research phase,
we reminisced a lot about those times we spent together at our former job and how the Spanish
language was her key to success there. Together, these observations and interviews totaled
approximately 30 hours in duration and generated over 100 pages of field notes along with
several hours of recordings.
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3.9

Digital Journals
Journaling is used in phenomenological research studies to record participant experiences

in their natural contexts—and, as a method of data collection has long been accepted as a valid
method of accessing rich qualitative data (Hayman et al. 2012). While journaling can be used for
a variety of reasons, the journaling I refer to here connotes the process of participants sharing
thoughts, ideas, feelings and experiences of Afro-Americanismo through writing. This journaling
is positioned, in the context of this project, subsequent to the interview. The reason for this
positioning was to allow the topic, Afro-Americanismo, to be viewed by participants through a
retrospective lens. After people have had time to reflect, the responses to certain issues can be
better thought-out and deeply personal—as the person has had time to process their emotions
through the journaling process. In other words, the state of being more aware of this aspect of
their lives due to our conversation about the research was a primary reason I chose to employ
this method. Eight of the participants were able to keep in contact with me using a digital
journaling system. About a month after the interview I sent a follow up to each one urging them
to journal with me about any subsequent instances in which Afro-Americanismo became present
in their daily lives, and how they potentially may have thought about it differently after having
had such an in depth discussion about the topic.
However, this method of data collection is not without its challenges. Hayman’s (2012)
discussion of the three main challenges that make journaling difficult for the researcher include:
poor participation, feeling exposed and staying on track. The research has discussed strategies to
counteract these specific challenges that I put implemented with the participants. Per Hayman,
the six strategies to promote participation in journaling are: coaching participants, limiting the
journaling period, providing follow-up contact, promoting comfort, ensuring safety and
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providing clear content expectations. I let subjects know in writing that I wanted them to be able
to write freely and nothing that they wrote would ever be shared. Two prompts were given to
begin with: 1. How has Afro-Americanismo showed itself since our conversation?, and 2. How
have you thought about these incidents differently since our conversation? I limited the
journaling period to one to three responses over a four-month period, and provided follow-up
questions like in the situation I expound below. By acknowledging the common challenges
associated with the process of journaling that are experienced by participants, researchers
employing this data collection method can promote constructive and valuable participation. One
of the reasons for this is due to the enrichment and personal growth that participants experience
as a result of implementation of these strategies.
Journaling itself has been related to positive growth; however the focus of journaling is
important. Journaling that highlights emotional expression and cognitive processing, that is,
efforts to understand and make sense of events is positively correlated with self-development vs.
the emotional expression of (negative) emotional experiences alone (Ullrich & Lutgendorf
2002). As Ullrich & Lutgendorf (2002) suggest, I focused my follow-up questions in ways that
engaged cognition and emotion—asking participants to think about the way they feel and apply
meaning in ways that serves them. For example, in response to a prompt about what things had
happened lately vis-à-vis her Afro-Americano identity, one woman wrote that she felt
“overlooked and left out” in a Dominican deli when other patrons in line talked all around her,
making conversation about the missing attendant behind the counter without assuming they
could ask for her input. The follow up question I posed in her journal asked if she thought that
that interpretation was a true description of how others see her or an assumption on her part, and
what choices could she have made to illicit a different response from the other patrons. The
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informant journaled that she is apt to insert herself more into her community during situations in
which her speaking Spanish would not only be a social asset, but an emotional asset as well—
one that promotes her inclusion and allows her to be seen and heard. On a subsequent entry she
wrote that she did approach a Spanish-speaking tourist couple who were misdirected in midtown,
asked if they were lost, and gave them directions. She said that our conversations had had the
effect of making her more aware of opportunities to assert herself in Spanish and fully embody
“this Afro-Americano thing” outside of her primary Spanish-speaking interactions with her
boyfriend’s mother.
Table 3.2: Interviewees who participated in digital journaling.
Original subject #
Subject (pseudonym) Number of entries
from table 2.1
2.
Greta
2
5.
Sara
1
9.
Reggie
3
11.
Morgan
2
12.
Brenda
1
13.
Mary
1
20.
Shawn
4

3.10

Word count
490
124
320
201
97
187
314

Networked Multilingualism & Social Media
The second phase of the proposed study (May 2019-Jan 2020) researched the

construction of Afro-Americano YouTubers’ identities based on the data they present about
themselves on social media. I identified and examined excerpts of 14 videos from nine YouTube
channels created by individuals who make content specifically about their experiences as
African-American Spanish speakers. These YouTube channels were especially valuable for
several reasons. Firstly, through observing the moderators I was be able to analyze individuals
who have put considerable thought and reflection into themselves and their identities, making
these individuals ripe for sociolinguistic research. Secondly, I was able to evaluate the
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comments sections on these videos and examine respondents who are “in the network” and
subsequently followed them directly. Numerous opinions of solidarity and commonality of
experience and overlapped themes from the research emerged from nearly all the channels, as
well as a host of other commentary that answered many of the questions I posed in the individual
interviews.
Table 3.3: Afro-Americano YouTube channels
YouTube
Channel #

YouTube Channel

Date of
Inception

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

American Boy
BilingüeBlogs
El Andaluz Learning
Giamo Jackson Carter
ItzYaFav.Malaysia
SheLearnsLife
Siempre Ambie TV
The Andrew Shulz
Tina Learns Spanish

Mar 24, 2016
Sep 14, 2011
Jan 27, 2016
Sep 8, 2012
Dec 9, 2017
Aug 13, 2016
May 13, 2011
May 25, 2009
Jan 21, 2014

Total # of
subscribers as
of 11/15/19
217,000
19,800
453
950
2,150
1,720
32,800
966,000
360

Total # of
views as of
11/15/19
5,764,122
1,400,814
5,902
163,716
45,618
200,359
2,593,737
238,823,057
50,666

# of
videos
posted
62
206
27
109
37
66
341
1,365
24

The computer-mediated construction of self, other, and social structure constitutes a
unique phenomenon for this research. In online environments, the construction of identity is a
process that must be initiated more deliberately and consciously than when offline (Markham
2005). Networked multilingualism is a cover term for multilingual practices that are shaped by
two interrelated processes: being networked, i.e. digitally connected to other individuals and
groups, and being in the network, i.e. embedded in the global mediascape of the web. It
encompasses everything language users do with the entire range of linguistic resources within
three sets of constraints: mediation of written language by digital technologies, mediation of
spoken language, and orientation to networked audiences (Androutsopoulos 2015).
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3.11

Online Ethnography
Ethnography on the Internet is a multifaceted trend. Terms such as "virtual ethnography"

(Hine, 2000), "network ethnography" (Howard, 2002), "netnography" (Kozinets, 2002),
"cyberethnography" (Domínguez et al., 2007) and "webnography" (Puri, 2007) indicate
researchers' attempts at transferring principles and techniques of ethnography to settings of
computer-mediated communication on the Internet. Despite the assorted eponyms that describe
the concept of Discourse-centered online ethnography (DCOE), the consensus defines it as a
combination of systematic observation of online activities and interviews with online actors,
which was developed as a complement to the linguistic analysis of log data (Androutsopoulos
2008). This definition is the template from which I worked while researching the components of
Afro-Americanismo on YouTube. The main advantage is that unlike the data collection I was
able to do in New York City, DCOE is not limited to time or space; one can research AfricanAmerican Spanish speakers starting from years back to see how they’ve evolved without needing
to set appointments or travel. DCOE’s insights can supplement and support the linguistic
analysis of the interview and observation data in two ways: considering participants' literacy
practices, and interpreting their sociolinguistic awareness (Androutsopoulos 2008).
Tangentially related to DCOE, Computer-mediated discourse (CMD) is the
communication produced when human beings interact with one another by transmitting
messages via networked or mobile computers, where “computers” are defined broadly to include
any digital communication device. The study of CMD is a specialization within the broader
interdisciplinary study of computer-mediated communication (CMC), distinguished by its focus
on language and language use and by its use of methods of discourse analysis to address that
focus (Herring & Androutsopoulos 2015). For example, YouTuber #5 from table 2.3
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(ItzYaFav.Malaysia) has a video entitled, “The truth about being a black girl that speaks
Spanish!” in which she discusses some of the challenges she experiences in society as a result of
her positioning as a bilingual African-American female. YouTuber KHAY.DE.TV (who recently
changed names from SOYDEREK TV) makes a comment that elicits a reply from the OP
(original poster);
KHAY.DE. TV3 months ago
Yes!!! I found another young black American who learned Spanish!! You’ve
literally experienced everything that I did! I am a YouTuber also. I have
Instagram also @soyderektv. This process of learning a new language has been
rough and I thought others wouldn’t understand me. But just to see someone like
you that is like me was really encouraging you! God bless you
1 REPLY
Hide replies

ItzYaFav.Malaysia
3 months ago
SOYDEREK TV thank you so much I love ittt!!
Following examples of connections like the one above, and how they are made across
YouTube is at the heart of what Herring & Androutsopoulos (2015) call CMD. In CMD,
meaning is constituted and negotiated almost entirely through verbal discourse. Chapter 5
discusses how discourse and pragmatic meanings are conveyed through words, utterances,
emoticons, (violations of) genre conventions, performativity, and intertextuality in textual CMD.
In the excerpt above, the choice, frequency, and/or distribution of words (i.e. I love ittt!—with
three t’s) can indicate what a segment of discourse is about (topicality), as well as
communicators’ attitudes and affective states (Herring & Androutsopoulos 2015).
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YouTube is often seen as no more than a place to watch videos, but Benson (2016)
argues that YouTube channels can also be read and analyzed as complex, multi-authored,
multimodal texts, emerging dynamically from processes of textually mediated social interaction.
Analyzing multimodality, (Benson 2016) points toward the utilization of multimodal inspired
perspectives of analyzing the videos—ones that takes into consideration the examination of the
non-linguistic semiotic forms of identity projection – hair, clothing, gestures, title of videos (e.g.
“black guy speaking Spanish really well”), and even the user names themselves (e.g.
SOYDEREK TV) and how they work to position the author.
An important caveat is that the work reported here does not claim to represent a fullfledged ethnography, i.e., an in-depth, long-term study of a specific "virtual community" (as in
Baym, 2000). Rather, it adopts an ethnographic perspective and uses elements of ethnographic
method in various settings. I also agree with Hine's suggestions that virtual ethnography remains
necessarily partial and is not "quite the real thing" in methodologically purist terms, but rather is
an "adaptive ethnography which sets out to suit itself to the conditions in which it finds itself"
(Hine 2000, pg. 65, Androutsopoulos 2015).
The language and identity performances on social media (Bolander 2017) and the variety
of ways researchers can analyze them have provided roadmaps to accomplish an expansive look
at how people think, feel and behave on the subject of African-American Spanish speakers (See
also Markham 2005). The strength of social media observation is in providing comprehensive
descriptions of structures, interactions and content, and in giving a voice to the various unseen
and unheard users. For instance, on YouTube, users can friend each other, become connected by
their reciprocal comments and topical interaction, but they can also choose to produce content
that is a fertile ground for ethnographic exploration; the same structure can be seen on other user-
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generated content sites (Rotman et al. 2012). The social media component of the research is an
online exploration that takes elements from ethnographic research and is facilitated by comment
a YouTube Comment scraper. These programs allowed me to scrape hundreds of comments from
underneath online videos into an excel spreadsheet where they could be organized and analyzed
for common themes and specific instances of language use or metalinguistic and metapragmatic
commentary.

3.12

Protecting the identity of subjects
I have represented the identities of both YouTubers and commenters exactly as they

appear online. Ess & Jones (2004) detail the recommendations from the AOIR1 ethics working
committee on ethical decision-making in internet research. The authors say that the one broad
consideration is: the greater the acknowledged publicity of the venue, the less obligation there
may be to protect individual privacy, confidentiality, or right to informed consent (Ess & Jones
2004). The people analyzed for this project have presented their identities on a world platform in
either video, comment or profile picture form. Many YouTubers even mention a reminder to the
audience to subscribe to their channel, which increases its visibility in the algorithms that
produce user feeds, the number of views, and thus the number of likes and shares. I do not
conceive that, as the authors posit, the participants in this environment assume/believe that their
communication is private. Therefore, there is no obligation on the part of the researcher to
protect individual privacy by way of protection of confidentiality, exercise of informed consent,
assurance of anonymity, or pseudonymity in any publication of the research (I contrast, the
interviewees in Chapter 4 will continue to be pseudonymous). Being that the research focuses on
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publicly accessible archives, inter/actions intended by their authors/agents as public and
performative (e.g., intended as a public act or performance that invites recognition for
accomplishment), in a venue assigned the equivalent of a “public notice,” participants and their
communications may be monitored for research purposes and there may be less obligation to
protect individual privacy (Ess & Jones 2004).

3.13

The intersection of “Black” and “Spanish”: objects vs. constructs
The analysis of the data that I will discuss in the next chapters does not seek to treat

“Black” as an object that can be perceived objectively and readily identified by sight (Smedley,
A., & Smedley, B. D, 2005), but rather as a construct. The concept of transracialization that I am
expounding here has much less to do with identifying race, and more to do with adjusting the
process of racialization, that is, changing the often veiled and subconscious ways in which
people perceive, decide, and mentally assemble ideas about what a Black person is. In other
words, the data is presented in a way that shows how Blackness is imagined, the deconstruction
of which is the central goal of this work. The data collected challenges ethnic absolutism and
posits that race and ethnicity have no guarantees in nature because of the extraordinary diversity
of subjective positions, social experiences, and cultural identities that compose the socially
constructed category of “Black” (Harris & Rampton 2009). The data is centered on and intended
to facilitate the evolution of the perception of racialized citizens and attempts to develop a
framework in the representation of the ethnic subject who continues to be negatively imagined.
This new phase characterizes ethnicity as a new cultural politics which engages rather that
suppresses differences and constructs new ethnic identities based on intersections that take place
beneath the hegemonic and obsolete “Black experience.” From the interview data I will extract
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areas where these intersections are made manifest to support a new framework of AfroAmericano as a socio and ethnolinguistically constructed category that is not grounded in a set of
phenotypical characteristics alone (as race has traditionally been established) but in the
presentation of those characteristics together with the construct of Spanish. The Spanishspeaking African-American helps us to further theorize the separation of ethnicity from race and
promotes the thriving of a diversity built on intersectionality, instead of defining diversity strictly
on the differences of marginal groups. The following chapters discuss the data that the new
ethnicity of Afro-Americano supports as a positive-image rejection of marginality.
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Chapter 4 Discussion of Data
Each section in this chapter synthesizes the common themes that emerged from across the
entire compilation of interview responses and digital journaling produced by the 20 participants.
The title of each of the sections is meant to frame the discussion around the major themes that
emerged from the corresponding preliminary interview questions outlined in Chapter 3, while the
conclusions made within each section are analyzed (compared and contrasted) through the
diverse body of frameworks relevant to African-American transracialization discussed in Chapter
2. The themes are; 1. Motivation and the Spanish language acquisition of the Afro-Americano, 2.
Shocked: an unexpected emergence of Blackness, 3. The process of transracialization and the
repertoire of identities, and 4. Afro-Americanismo as an agent of change. The data responses
from the digital journaling portion of the research study are implanted throughout in an ancillary
fashion, by reason of the digital journaling being supplementary to the interviews in accordance
with the design of the study. Excerpts are direct quotations from the primary source material
provided by participants and were chosen based upon the richness of the responses as well as
their ability to speak to the themes through the theoretical frames. In the conclusion section, I
coalesce the main points from this chapter, funneling them down to suggest a clear-cut and
workable theory—one that identifies the factors that make it likely that one might become an
Afro-Americano, formulates a framework for how research on this group can be effectively
deepened, and that adequately explains the nuances of the identities expressed at the intersection
between ‘African-American’ as a racialized identity, ‘Spanish’ as a language. I’ll begin by
discussing how African-Americans in this study describe how they initially learned Spanish.
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4.1 Motivation and the Spanish Language Acquisition of the AfroAmericano
4.1A

Positive experiences in school and the community
Various authors, building on frameworks that incorporate emotions into SLA, state the

claim that Positive Psychology, the empirical study of how people thrive and flourish should
broaden the general perspective of general psychology to a more holistic approach that involves
the development of tools to build positive emotions, foster engagement and boost appreciation
for the meaning of life. In SLA terms, this means moving away from the overwhelming focus on
negative emotions or FLCA (foreign language classroom anxiety) or what Krashen calls the
“affective filter”. MacIntyre and Gregersen (2012) point out that the effects of positive emotion
go beyond pleasant feelings; they also promote students’ resilience and hardiness during difficult
times. These findings help to put Arthur’s memories into context in response to questions about
his initial motivation to learn Spanish:

Excerpt 1.
Arthur, 41, male, resides in Jersey City, NJ.
(Interview, May 11, 2019).
I had this Spanish teacher in middle school, Ms. Ruben, and I just fell in love with her.
She was really like my first Spanish love. [smiling]. And she had heard things about me
like I was a smart-ass but I remember her telling my mother, “Oh my God I love him,
he’s wonderful, he teaches my class, I’ve never had a student like him.
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Arthur, who later became a teacher himself, reflects on the ‘origin story’ of his AfroAmericano identity. He uses the word ‘love’ a total of three times. It seems clear that the history
of his exposure to Spanish is abundantly charged with positive emotion. He also produced a
warm smile as he spoke, authenticating his recollections. Describing Ms. Ruben as his ‘first
Spanish love’ identifies her as the genesis for many more experiences in which he would find
himself at the intersection between love and Spanish. Many of his love affairs connected Spanish
with many other people (e.g. two Dominican ex-boyfriends) and places over the course of his
life. Arthur is not the only one to remember the adoration and affection of a Spanish teacher.
Half of the respondents said that they gained considerable knowledge of Spanish through
academic endeavors, and that positive affect played a central role in the acquisition of the
language. The emergent theme from this section of the research was undoubtedly the experience
of excelling and seeing oneself in a positive light due to the enjoyment of Spanish language use,
nurturing teachers, and exciting adventures abroad—the effects of which are extremely powerful
over time. Arthur speaks about Ms. Ruben as if she was a spiritual guide. When she said, “He’s
wonderful, he teaches my class, I’ve never had a student like him,” it’s as if she was planting the
seed for him to see himself as a teacher. Clearly, she let him shine in the class and that gave him
extraordinary confidence and the ability to see a future self as a teacher. In excerpt 2, D’nisha
recounts a similar experience:

Excerpt 2.
D’nisha, 36, female, resides in Queens.
(Interview, July, 6, 2019).
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My first Spanish teacher I’ll never forget her, Ms. Rios. She was like legit one of the best
teachers I’ve ever had…I wasn’t really good at school, but her class was fun. She really
encouraged us to learn and like, be more multicultural. It was in her class that I learned
that I really could learn and that helped a lot especially at that age. I hated school.

Arthur’s and D’nisha’s ability to remember how teachers they had over 20 years ago
made them feel speaks to Dewaele’s (2018) study that expounds upon the role that foreign
language teachers play in orchestrating the emotions of their students, in addition to learnerinternal sources of emotions. The main points of Dewaele’s frame concede that positive attitudes
towards the foreign language, the foreign language teacher, a lot of foreign language use by the
teacher in class, and a strong proportion of time spent by students on speaking all contribute to
higher levels of what Dewaele calls foreign language excitement or FLE. Crucially, positive
emotion encourages learners to explore and play, two key activities that boost social cohesion. In
Excerpt 3, Shawn emphasizes the point that he remembers to this day just how important the
positive reinforcement he received was in building his confidence and linguistic identity as a
Spanish speaker.

Excerpt 3.
Shawn, 39, male, resides in Brooklyn.
(Interview, June 10, 2019).
Grade school was just counting to 10, but when I was in 8th grade, I went to public school
in Bushwick and I had a pretty amazing Spanish teacher who was very strict. He was
White. He taught us rules of grammar. For those who could afford it, we went on school
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trips, these European tours so not only was I taking his class but we also went to Spain
and was able to kind of bumble through and like I remember this woman in the Gucci
store was like, “Wow, look how well he speaks Spanish,” and we were like these three
Black kids in this upscale store. I was able to converse with her and I remember that to
this day.

The anecdotes shared by participants about what if felt like to be successful at Spanish all
corroborate the claims made in Second Language Acquisition research on affect and second
language learning: affect and motivation are closely linked and intrinsically motivated learners
who are affectively engaged demonstrate more active involvement in tasks and more persistence
toward fluency (Craig et al. 2004). In other words, not one of the ten participants that said they
took Spanish in school recalled a negative experience that caused them adverse emotional states.
On the contrary, the praise these African-American students received in Spanish class fueled
their Spanish acquisition.
Two participants, Hillary and Akira, had brief experiences attending dual-language
programs at the elementary level that I will discuss together in two critical ways: that in both
instances it was a mother who orchestrated the learning, and that Hillary and Akira are both
young women of color.

Excerpt 4.
Hillary, 26, female, resides in Washington Heights, Manhattan.
(Interview, August 29, 2019).
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I remember thinking that Spanish was that thing that was missing. Like my mother put me
in there because I think it was a head start2 issue, because I remember I got moved back
to English only in third grade. But I just remember being like, no one speaks this in my
family and in my home, so I figured Spanish is something you learned when you went to
school. That’s all I remember about that, but in that sense Spanish has never been
strange, I guess because I was introduced at such an early age.

Excerpt 5.
Akira, 24, female, resides in Harlem, N.Y.
(Interview, November 10, 2018).

I went to a dual language program for elementary school in the city. It was half and half.
Half Spanish, half English. My mother put me in there because she wanted me to be
bilingual because in our neighborhood in upper Harlem (157th) it just makes sense. That
was really like the way I became who I am this like identity I have of being Black but
Spanish. Everything would have been different without that upbringing in the beginning. I
think the multicultural experience changes you, not only your language but your life. I’ve
spoken Spanish my whole life but never really considered that until you asked so I’m glad
I’m doing this.

2

Head Start is a United States Department of Health and Human Services program that provides comprehensive early childhood education, health, nutrition, and
parent involvement services to low-income children and families (Currie 1995).

71

Hillary and Akira’s experience showcases several themes that overlap and support each
other. First is the mother’s role in making educational decisions of Black daughters. Throughout
the responses of multiple participants, we will see various mentions of how the mother’s
influence toward pursuing academic goals weighed, in some cases heavily, on the decision to
persist with language learning. In Hillary and Akira’s case, one thing they have in common is
mothers with high academic expectations and (possibly unrelated, but a commonality
nonetheless) and absent fathers. This observation is partnered with the statistics that identify
levels in educational attainment at the intersection of race and gender. Black women, in the
2016-2017 academic year, received a higher percentage of degrees within their race/ethnic
group than women in any other race/ethnic group (NCES 2019). An objective look at who I was
able to recruit for this study advances the credibility of these statistics: 15 women and 5 men.
The gender gap features in recent research on successful African American foreign
language learners (Anya 2017). Anya, who is a Black woman, has done considerable work on
racialized identities among second language learners. In her (2017) work, she chronicles the
experiences of three young Black American women and one Black American man learning
Portuguese abroad. These seemingly related incidences of Black women and girls at the
vanguard of foreign language study has no empirical grounding as of yet, perhaps because Black
language learners as a topic itself has only recently begun to receive play in scholarly
sociolinguistic circles. Nevertheless, it is a detail that has become salient throughout the analysis
in the scant literature that exists on the subject, as well as in my own observations in this study.
Later on, as I discuss the probability of African-Americans who are most likely to transracialize
as Afro-Americanos, gender will likely play a role in the predictability of the phenomenon in
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question. Both and Hillary and Akira associate their experiences in dual-language programs with
the simultaneous beginnings of their sociocultural identities as Afro-Americanas.

4.1B

Proximity Effects
The preceding discussion assumes African-Americans must be physically co-present with

Hispanic communities in order to facilitate transracialization. But, how important is geographic
proximity to Spanish-speakers along the Afro-Americano’s transracial journey? The answer to
this question seems to be not necessarily. A classroom is a close knit environment that allows
African-American children in diverse communities to befriend and learn alongside Spanish
speakers. Yet others who did not experience dual language classrooms found other ways to get
geographically close to the target language. Arthur is one of few people in the study who solely
credits geographic proximity as the secret to his success in Spanish. To him, Spanish was a
logical indoctrination into a very present sociolinguistic reality. In Excerpt 6, Arthur discusses
the geographic underpinnings of how he acquired Mexican-flavored Spanish and why he moved
away from this variety over the years.

Excerpt 6.
Arthur, 41, male, resides in Jersey City, NJ.
(Interview, May 11, 2019).

We were an army family and we were living in Texas during my junior and senior year of
high-school, so like why would I ever have learned anything else [besides Mexican
Spanish]. It’s funny because the other day I was at one of my client’s house and she was

73

watching a telenovela and they were like, “Hay qué honda güey, vete a la chingada, hay
hijueputa3,” And I was remembering how Mexicans speak and at one point I used to talk
like that but I totally dropped all that when I moved to New York, been here almost 20
years.

The selection of terms that Arthur uses in Excerpt 6 is iconic of Mexican Spanish.
Bucholtz (2009) has examined the use of the term ‘güey’ (=dude) by demonstrating how the
relationship between stance, style, and identity is formed both as it unfolds in local interaction,
and through the workings of broader cultural ideologies. The author draws on interactional data
as well as media representations to argue that the semiotic multivalence of ‘güey’ allows it to
operate (often simultaneously) as a marker both of interactional alignment (i.e. solidarity and
comradery) and of a gendered (i.e. particularly masculine) style among Mexican American youth
(Bucholtz 2009). The use of ‘güey’ as a friendly or neutral address term coexists with its
function as an insult, although the pejorative meaning occurs typically. One can see the
juxtaposition of these two interpretations in Arthur’s reproduction of Mexican Spanish—as the
next two phrases (that roughly translate to ‘go to hell’ and ‘oh you son-of-a-bitch) carry the same
bisemiotic overtones that flow back and forth between friendly and pejorative expressions that
depend exclusively on context. This utterance gives a glimpse into Arthur’s past and how he was
socialized into a predominantly youthful, Mexican community of practice. Arthur’s experience
also illustrates a sophisticated linguistic competence – to be able to recognize different varieties
of Spanish and codeswitch between them as appropriate
Several other participants maintained that even though Spanish exposure was organic to
the neighborhoods they grew up in, they were initially motivated by the fact that it was enjoyable
3

Hey what’s going on dude/man, go to hell, son-of-a-bitch
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and fun to speak the language. The community gave them the opportunity to acquire the ability
to function in Spanish and these respondents viewed Spanish as less of a choice and more of a
silver-lining of a working-class neighborhood to be appreciated and explored. Brenda recounts
the seamlessness with which she slipped into Spanish usage as a child, and how its utilization
was emboldened by the adults around her.

Excerpt 7
Brenda, 46, female, resides in Brooklyn, N.Y.
(Interview, August 15, 2019).

We spent a lot of time in Corona [Queens] because my aunt used to live there before she
died. Anyway, I remember on Saturday morning we’d go into the bakery and my aunt
would always order her coffee in Spanish because the Ecuadorians and Colombians run
everything in Elmhurst [Queens] so I remember her being like, “Un café con leche y
azucar por favor4.” And then one day we were standing in the bakery and my aunt was
on the phone and the woman was like, “Siguiente5,” and I ordered for my aunt and my
aunt heard me and was like, “OKAAAY!”

The accounts of many of these participants coalesce with John Rickford’s (1985)
sociolinguistic conclusions (built on the work of Labov) on the diffusion of linguistic features
across ethnic lines. Rickford argues that the contributing factors that influence the kind of
diffusion we see in Brenda’s language socialization are not conclusively related to

4
5

A coffee with milk and sugar, please.
Next

75

socioeconomic status and geographical boundaries. Instead, he posits that the attitude of speakers
toward the language contact and their motivation to redefine their own social identity are the
largest predictors in the maintenance or destabilization of inter-ethnic linguistic transference.
Brenda’s aunt maintained a positive psychological frame of both the Latinx neighborhood she
lived in and the people who also live and work there. Her reaction to Brenda learning Spanish
(OKAAAY!—expressed in a higher pitched tone with the extended long /ā/ in the second
syllable) is a popular African-American colloquialism. Said in this context, it roughly translates
to—‘I didn’t know you had that in you but much respect to you because I’m impressed.’ It was
this validation that gave Brenda reassurance the incentive to further develop her language skills.
Her aunt’s reaction helped Brenda decide for herself that Spanish was something she wanted to
have in her linguistic arsenal. But, as Rickford notes, the attitudes and motivations of speakers
toward language contact is fully their own. It becomes something they do for themselves and
their own social identity. In other words, the support of her aunt was advantageous, but not
necessary, as the speaker’s attitude + motivation + geographic proximity took precedence.

The following quotes from Fran and Hillary can be analyzed from multiple angles, as I
will flesh out in the next section about language expectations associated of Blackness. In this
instance, I discuss these examples to demonstrate that even if one has no such support from the
African-Americans around them during childhood, one can still manage to become fluent
because of attitude, motivation and geographic proximity.

Excerpt 8
Fran, 29, female, resides in Brooklyn, N.Y.
(Interview, June 16, 2019).
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None of my other Black friends were trying to learn Spanish like that. Not that I
remember, so it was kind of like a hobby for me.

Excerpt 9.
Hillary, 26, female, resides in Washington Heights, Manhattan.
(Interview, August 29, 2019).
I pretty much did it alone in the beginning of high-school. I was always trying to practice
Spanish. The Black kids were always like, “How do you speak Spanish?” and it would
just make me kind of avoid that subject with them because they don’t speak Spanish
anyways, so it just made more sense to just speak to other Spanish people. You know,
where I live it was easy.

In both Excerpts 8 and 9, the participants demonstrate a strong willingness to succeed in
acquiring Spanish even without encouragement from African-American peers. Both women
compensated for the lack of this encouragement by taking it upon themselves to develop
mechanisms that would work towards the goal of learning Spanish. Fran’s mechanism was
enacted by making learning a personal hobby, while Hillary chose to exploit the abundance of
opportunities in her neighborhood to engage with Hispanics. So far, I’ve identified the
emergence of the following frame in terms of the ‘origin story’ of several of the respondents:
Geographic proximity to Hispanic communities + positive attitude of speakers toward
language contact + motivation to redefine their own social identity = favorable conditions
for an African-American to transracialize into an Afro-Americano. The next section deals
with the role of media in the language acquisition and socialization of my subjects.
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4.1C Motivation and Learning Spanish through Media
This section shows that attitude and motivation can be added to other elements in the
successful acquisition of Spanish. Questions 8 and 9 from the preliminary interview inquired into
the reasons why one might consciously chose to learn Spanish over other languages and why, if
any, one specific variety of spoken Spanish was more attractive than another. I choose to discuss
these responses here to highlight the centrality of attitude and motivation in many of the
respondents’ who did not necessarily benefit from close proximity to Spanish speakers early on,
but who nevertheless managed to learn Spanish through exposure to television and music. In
Excerpt 10, Eriva describes how she used to watch Spanish language television programs in
order to improve her language skills.

Excerpt 10
Eriva, 38, female, resides in The Bronx.
(Interview, March 18, 2019).
I was motivated and wanted to learn. Outside of Spanish class I really didn’t have any
opportunities. I used to watch Univisión and Telemundo at night. They talked so fast!
Some of those shows are still on though. I used to watch “Casos de familia6,” and “Caso
cerrado7,” with Doctora Polo8. I picked up a lot of Spanish that way.

6

Family Cases
Case Closed
8
Dr. Polo
7
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There has been a great deal of research demonstrating the value of extensive reading.
However, television has been neglected to a large degree in the language learning literature. This
may be due in part to the perception of television as a source of entertainment rather than as a
learning tool, as well as the greater challenges of researching a discourse type that is not easily
manipulated. While the research on this is limited, Eriva’s experience substantiates the finding
that watching L2 television contributes to incidental vocabulary learning gains in the same way
as reading L2 books (Webb 2015). Crucially, if learners knew the most frequent 3,000 word
families and they watched at least an hour of television a day, there is the potential for significant
incidental vocabulary learning (Webb & Rodgers 2009). Eriva’s ability to learn Spanish from
watching television compensated for the lack of close geographical proximity to Spanishspeaking ethnic groups as a child. Similarly, Tyonna often engages with characters she watches
on Spanish-language television. In Excerpt 11, Tyonna explains how television is a huge source
of input for learning Spanish and details how much she enjoys the storylines of the Spanish
language ‘telenovelas.’9

Excerpt 11
Tyonna, 48, female, resides in Washington Heights, Manhattan.
(Interview, August 8, 2019).
I be watchin them telenovelas in Spanish. On my day off especially. That’s like my
entertainment. I just love that shit. I love it. You be wantin’ to find out what happens next.
I don’t really read for entertainment. I like TV. That’s why, and I be talkin’ back to the
TV in Spanish like, “Diablo, esta maldita vaina.10”

9

Soap operas
Damn, (I can’t believe) this shit.

10
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Moreover, Tyonna, who works as a bus driver for the MTA (Metro Transit Authority) in
New York, speaks a vernacular variety of English (i.e. African-Vernacular English or AAVE)
that reflects a lifetime of living in the working-class sections of Harlem and Washington Heights
in Uptown Manhattan (e.g. invariant BE, the dummy noun, ‘that shit’, -ing > -in). Her Spanish
parallels this register by displaying her exposure to Dominican working-class tongue-in-cheek
modes of expression (“Diablo, esta maldita vaina.”). This parallel is rich in metaphor as it
adequately reflects and expands the premise of this project—that African-Americans living
collectively with Hispanics in urban neighborhoods not only transracialize, but do so along
compatible and comparable linguistic registers. There were two cases in which I was able to see
a clear difference in the way Spanish is produced by African-Americans of different educational
backgrounds. Tyonna’s highest level of education is a High-School Diploma. Eriva, who has a
Bachelor’s degree, transracialized along a more academically standard variety of Spanish (as will
be shown below in Excerpt 45).
The genre of television show being consumed is also significant here. The research points
out some crucial factors vis-à-vis learning L2 vocabulary through TV drama. First of all, the
interest level and the familiarity of the content seem to be important factors for continued
viewership. In addition, the images, subtitles and repetition help participants to acquire the target
words. Other factors such as the authenticity of the language, the contextual meaning of the
words, and the dramatic performances all contribute to the learning of L2 vocabulary (Wang
2012). Fran’s choice of viewing consisted of two shows that both showcase authenticity of
language and high-interest dramatic performances. Although heavily produced, the people who
appear on the show speak without memorized scripts as they tell the hosts about family dramas,
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heartbreaks, and betrayals. These shows often feature archetypes such as the meddling motherin-law, a woman sleeping with her cousin’s husband, or a man who is stealing his wife’s
underwear and posting photos of himself while wearing them online. Furthermore, there is a vast
representation of Latin American ethnic groups of all races on Telemundo and Univisión, such
that there are often subtitles that appear at the bottom of the screen to translate the colloquial
Spanish of some of the characters into a Spanish word or expression that is more recognizable to
a mainstream Spanish-speaking audience. The evidence provided by the respondents reveals
another variation to the ‘frame of origin story’ and the process through which African-Americans
transracialize as Afro-Americanos/as. Access to Spanish media + positive attitude of speakers
toward the language contact + motivation to redefine their own social identity = favorable
conditions for an African-American to transracialize into an Afro-Americano.
There have been notable contributions to the field on the role of music in SLA that reach
back to the early 1990’s. Douglas and Willatts (1994), for example, demonstrate an association
between rhythmic ability and reading among seven and eight year-old students. Lamb and
Gregory found that both phonemic and music sound discrimination was related to reading ability
among British first graders. In a bilingual context, Van Asselt (1970), studied the influence of
rhyme, rhythm, and melody on third grade students learning German and noted support for the
use of music in teaching language (Fisher 2001). Although none of the participants, even the two
that briefly attended dual-language programs, mentioned music as playing a critical role in
school, it was common in several informants’ recollection of how they acquired Spanish outside
of school during childhood. Morgan recounts his love of Jennifer Lopez’ music in Excerpt 12.
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Excerpt 12
Morgan, 35, male, resides in Brooklyn, N.Y.
(Interview, April 14, 2019).
I used to love to listen to JLo11 back then, because she would have a lot of her songs in
both English and Spanish. I know she doesn’t really speak Spanish, but she sang in
Spanish, especially after she was in ‘Selena12’. I remember this song, “Waiting for
tonight,” that I liked, and then I would listen to the Spanish version, “Una noche mas13,”
and sing along that way. I remember Beyoncé’s, “Irreplaceable,” in Spanish too and I
would sing along.”

Morgan’s affinity to pop music created a safe space for him to express the desire to enjoy
some of the work of his favorite contemporary artists in the target language, an opportunity that
he took advantage of by exercising his own personal agency. He stated that it was primarily
through singing Spanish lyrics that he became comfortable speaking Spanish in public with other
people. In fact, his love of music is one of the reasons he became a club promoter of parties that
cater almost exclusively to gay, bisexual and transgender men. Beyoncé, who is a Black
American herself (her father is African-American and her mother is of Louisiana Creole
descent—African, Native American, and French), is one of Morgan’s favorite musical artists.
Even into his adulthood, Beyoncé continues to influence Morgan’s Spanish language practices as
he explains in Excerpt 13.

11

JLo is the nickname of singer and actress, Jennifer Lopez.
‘Selena’ was a 1997 biopic of Mexican-American singer, Selena Quintanilla, who was played in the film by
Jennifer Lopez.
13
“One more night”
12
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Excerpt 13
Morgan, 35, male, resides in Brooklyn, N.Y.
(Interview, April 14, 2019).
She just made the, “Mi Gente,” remix like the year before last where she rapped in
Spanish. I learned it so I could sing along to it in the club.

The song Morgan references in the excerpt above was a smash hit during the summer
2017. The song was such a success that it was later remixed and re-released in September of
2017—this time with Beyoncé rapping a Spanish verse. “Mi Gente,” was a critical success due to
the stylistic blends between Reggaeton—a genre popularized by Latinx culture, and R&B Hip
Hop—which is traditionally an African-American endeavor. Forbes magazine hinted at the
nuances of Beyoncé’s linguistic crossover. “Singing (and rapping, to a certain extent) in Spanish
allows Beyoncé to connect with her massive Spanish-speaking fan base all around the globe in a
very special way and she could endear herself to millions of people and make herself stand out
from the pack of fellow pop stars” (McIntyre, Forbes Magazine, Oct. 2017). The endearment
McIntyre refers to is posited positively and can be interpreted as a start to the reconceptualization
of lines that have historically drawn lines around ‘groups’ of people. A reconceptualization that
upends expectations about who should/should not or who can/cannot speak Spanish in public
spaces changes what it means to be a Black American who does just that. The intersection
between Latinx music and African-Americans showed itself as a common learning strategy for
many of the informants.
In the forgoing examples, I have attempted to drawn near to a central claim—one that
gets at the importance of positive emotion in transracialization. Excerpt 14 says a lot about how
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many people learn language through media. Tiffany uses the term ‘funny’ twice in her interview.
I am not intimately acquainted with her on a personal level, but my impression is that she carries
an upbeat and hopeful attitude. She expressed interest in the study during the interview and was
consistently upbeat throughout. This disposition is in perfect alignment with the first section and
subsection of this chapter that details the success of African-American Spanish learners who
have ingrained positive associations with learning the language. Tiffany makes it a point to
create a similar emotional state that may reveal a secret to her success as a language-learner.
Speaking Spanish is not only fun for her, but it gets her into ‘funny’ situations that make her
laugh—thereby possibly producing a similar effect to the positive incentive that Brenda (in
Excerpt 7) got from her aunt as a child.

Excerpt 14
Tiffany, 40, female, resides in East Harlem, Manhattan.
(Interview, July 31, 2019).
I dance salsa so I listen to a lot of Spanish music. I love Luis Enrique, Marc Anthony,
Maelo Ruiz, Rubén Blades14. One funny thing that always happens like at these Salsa
conventions is that I’ll be dancing with a guy and he’ll see me singing the lyrics, like
while I’m dancing, and he’ll immediately be like, “Do you speak Spanish!?”, like really
excited like that. That helped my pronunciation a lot, I think. Sometimes I just say the
lyrics in conversation like I came up with it just to be funny.

14

Luis Enrique, Marc Anthony, Maelo Ruiz, and Rubén Blades are all accomplished and award winning Salsa
singers.
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The evidence provided by the respondents reveals yet another variation to the ‘frame of
origin story’ I am developing here that explains how African-Americans engage in the process of
transracialization toward an Afro-Americano identity. Affinity to Spanish music + positive
attitude of speakers toward the language contact + motivation to redefine their own social
identity = favorable conditions for an African-American to transracialize into an AfroAmericano. The following section explores the role of romantic encounters with Spanish
speakers as a factor in language learning and socialization.

4.1D Romantic Encounters with Spanish Speakers
This section examines the occurrence of emotional attraction towards a specific person,
place or element of culture that fuels an orientation toward Spanish (or a specific variety thereof)
and the desire to transracialize as an Afro-Americano. Kelis recounts some of the details as to
how she became immersed in Hispanic culture in New York in Excerpt 15:

Excerpt 15
Kelis, 33, female, resides in Washington Heights, Manhattan.
(Interview, July 5, 2019).
I met my boyfriend at the Puerto Rican Day Parade in 2014. We started talking in
Spanish and I remember him being really interested in that. And so we’ve been together
off and on, but I definitely speak fluent Spanish because of my relationship with him.
Before, I just knew how to say like some things, but since I’ve been hanging out with him,
especially his family, my Spanish has picked up quite a bit. They’ve kind of become my
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family so the family element was something I never had and so the Spanish was kind of
like a benefit I got.

The theme of African Americans frequenting spaces that predominantly cater to
Hispanics is a recurring one: Tiffany (Excerpt 14), Morgan (Excerpt 60), Sara (Excerpt 17), and
Mary (Excerpt 47). Most respondents who spend their time in these ways talked about the
building of interpersonal connections, and how Spanish has helped them to cultivate unlikely
friendships and relationships that would have otherwise been inaccessible. Due to speaking with
her boyfriend in Spanish on a consistent basis over the course of several years, Kelis’ became
much more proficient in Spanish than she was when they first met. Kelis’ desire to become part
of her boyfriend’s family (due to issues in the past that precipitated her estrangement from her
own) acted as a catalyst to edge her closer into a role as a family member, something she says
she needs both personally and emotionally. Kelis went on to explain that having a family
facilitates a sense of groundedness in her life that was missing. Spanish, therefore, was a key that
helped her fulfill her basic human needs for connection. Kelis’ distinctly Puerto Rican variety of
Spanish reflects her affinity to her boyfriend’s family, and as her two-year-old daughter begins to
speak more and more, Kelis says Spanish will definitely be a permanent fixture in her linguistic
future.
Kelis is not the only one to open this part of her life experience to a member of the Latinx
community. Across the data sample, 30% of the respondents (6 out of 20) said that they are
either currently (or have recently been) romantically linked to a Hispanic male. No respondents
reported having romantic relationships with Hispanic females, although many did have a
plethora of female friends. Of the participants who engage in intimate relationships with
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Hispanic men, not one seemed to have the exact same language practices, however. Kaleena and
her ‘boo’ are English dominant as she explains in Excerpt 16:

Excerpt 16
Kaleena, 29, female, resides in Harlem.
(Interview, March 30, 2019).
I don’t speak Spanish with my boo15. The only time we speak in Spanish is when there is
one of his family members or a friend or even a random person really that only speaks
Spanish. Then we switch to Spanish, but whenever that person leaves we go back to
English. I don’t know we just don’t.

Although it is not exactly clear why the partners don’t engage in Spanish for intimate
conversations between themselves, it may have something to do with the way they see the ethno
racial context of the relationship. Kaleena is comfortable seeing herself as Afro-Americana on
her own but doesn’t seem to feel the need to prove that subjective identity by compelling her
partner to adopt a Spanish policy with her. In other words, Afro-Americanismo is something she
comfortable identifying with on her own terms, which does not always include the Spanish
speaker closest to her, but rather those who are a greater distance away. This is the polar
opposite of the Akira’s language practices with her Colombian boyfriend. Akira shows a great
deal of awareness as to how Spanish is used, when, and why.

Excerpt 17.
Akira, 24, female, resides in Harlem, N.Y.
15

Love interest.
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(Interview, November 10, 2018).
He speaks Spanish better than English, and so when I want to like appeal to him at a
deeper level I guess, I’ll speak to him in Spanish, because that’s his language. When I
want him to really get me, I speak in Spanish. Like he’ll be trying to get me to do
something I don’t want to do and sometimes I’ll have to be like, “yo—no—quiero hacer
eso”16 [said slowly] and he’ll be like, “O.K”.

Akira’s boyfriend has been in the United States for eight years and is originally from
Medellin, Colombia. In Excerpt 17, Akira showcases an awareness of the power his native
language as a safety net in their relationship—to be relied upon in miscommunications, to
compel understanding when conversations become unbalanced, and to maintain a personal link
during interactions that can cause tension within a relationship between two lovers.

4.1E

Passing as Latinx/Hispanic
Passing is most commonly defined as the ability to be mistaken for a member of a social

group (ethnic, racial, class, gender, etc.) other than one’s own. Bucholtz (1995) defines it as the
“active construction of how the self is perceived when one’s ethnicity is ambiguous to others” (p.
352). In the field of SLA, it has been used to describe how an L2 speaker might, through
intensive immersion, careful practice, personal motivation, choice, or agency, be able to pass as a
native speaker (Piller, 2002). This describes the experiences of a number of the participants.
Piller’s (2002) central point about ‘passing’ is that expert L2 speakers who can successfully pass
as group members of the target language in this way often choose to model their speech on non-
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I do not want to do that.
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standard varieties of the L2, illustrating the powerful role of agency in selecting a specific L2
target variety. This in turn points to the likelihood that highly proficient L2 speakers can and do
make phonological choices that involve pronunciation skills and a keen awareness of
sociolinguistic variation (Piller, 2002, p. 200). These points made by Piller will help to explain
the common pattern in my data presented for African-Americans who specifically learned
Dominican varieties of Spanish due to the perceived ethno and racial affiliations (i.e. a
commonality of Blackness). A nuance of the Afro-Americano experience is that there can be a
considerable amount of agency exercised in the variety of Spanish taken up by the speaker.
Arthur’s choice of words and accent when speaking Spanish have become fluid, changing
ethereally with the locations he finds himself in as shown in Excerpt 18.

Excerpt 18
Arthur, 41, male, resides in Jersey City, NJ.
(Interview, May 11, 2019).
When I moved to the Bronx, that was my first kind of introduction to Dominican Spanish
and I kind of just gravitated toward it because I just love Dominican people. I was saying
words and people would be like, “¿Que e’so? Nosotros no lo usamos17.” I remember one
time I was like, “Vamos pa la alberca18” and they were like, “¿Que e’so?” and I’d be
like, “Para nadar19,” and they’d be like, “Oh you mean la piscina20.” But Mexicans
specifically use the word alberca. Or like, I still say, “Ya mero,” like soon. Like, “Ella

17

What is that? We don’t use (that word).
Let’s go to the pool (Mexican Spanish word for ‘pool’).
19
To swim
20
pool
18
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viene ya mero21,” so they never know what I mean so I just kind of dropped that in the
communities I’m a part of now. Because it’s my second language it was easy for me to
conform.

Arthur was using Mexican words initially because of he learned Spanish in Texas.
Exposure to how Dominicans speak in New York City enriched his understanding of variation
within the Spanish language. Some of the things that Arthur said he loved about Dominican
people and their culture are the following: diversity of race/skin-tone within the ethnicity, the
rhythm of typical Dominican Spanish, Bachata music, Dominican male sexuality, the joyfulness
and enjoyment he found in the Dominican mindset, the love and affection they show toward their
own people, and the continued admiration they demonstrate in their treatment of The Dominican
Republic. Arthur sees these as values that are lacking in his own community: “A lot of these
qualities are missing in our (African-American) culture and it is nice to be able to you know, hop
that line, and experience something different.” An underlying caveat from both Arthur and Kelis’
stories is the recurring sentiment that something was missing from their lives. Both of them
interpreted this lack as an opportunity to branch out and fill it with elements from other groups of
people traditionally thought of as different. Spanish was the access code into a type of fulfillment
that had eluded them and produced the experience of wholeness they both were so desperately
looking for. The fact that both were willing and able to participate in ‘hoping that line’ to such a
high degree is reflective of how each is able to ‘pass’ for Latinx. In Sara’s case, the same name
need for intimacy and connection with other people manifested itself in her place of work:

21

She’s coming soon (Mexican Spanish expression for ‘soon’).
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Excerpt 19.
Sara, 24, female, resides in Queens.
(Interview, April 5, 2019).
I absolutely orientated myself toward Caribbean Spanish. When I was in school if it
veered a little toward the Spanish accent (like from Spain) and people would be like,
‘why the hell does she sound like that?’ With me working in a Colombian restaurant I
wanted to get closer to people, not farther away.

Sara might have gotten those reactions because peninsular Spanish accents are seen as
foreign by New York City standards because there are very few Spaniards living there compared
with Latin Americans. The other factor is that when Black Americans speak Spanish they are
almost exclusively racialized as Afro-Latinos. Whereas Sara’s decision to orientate in this way
stemmed from a desire to connect with the patrons of the restaurant where she worked, Tyonna’s
stemmed from being annoyed at the shock others expressed upon hearing her speak Spanish.
Tyonna was so acutely aware of others’ shock that she actively orientated her variety of Spanish
to an Afro-Caribbean manner in order to blend in and ‘pass.’ This is an impressive use of
personal agency to achieve a sociolinguistic goal:

Excerpt 20
Tyonna, 48, female, resides in Washington Heights, Manhattan.
(Interview, August 8, 2019).
And so when I figured out to have more like a Caribbean accent, it was a lot more
natural for people to receive, and so that positive reinforcement, looking the way that I
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do it was like, “Oh we get it,” like a pass into the culture, like I got the token, like you
can come through now. But the accent was like a clear passageway into the culture.

Passing for Afro-Caribbean for Tyonna and Sara normalizes them within the expectations of
what kinds of bodies produce Spanish in New York City. There was one respondent who
‘passed’ so well that the transition became seamless:

Excerpt 21.
Chrissa, 30, female, resides in Washington Heights, Manhattan.
(Interview, July 11, 2019).
Everybody thinks I’m Dominican so it doesn’t even matter…

Here, Chrissa is detailing how her variety of Spanish (Dominican) combined with her brownskin complexion fit within the mold of what is acceptable in this particular community of
practice. Her actual ethnic origin and personal identification are of much less importance. No one
really asks her questions about it because her African American identity goes unnoticed and, for
the most part, unchallenged by the Dominicans around her. Chrissa completely ‘passes’ for
Dominican and so many of my questions appeared to be moot to her, demonstrated by her
dispassionate responses.
The evidence provided by the respondents reveals a final variation to the ‘frame of origin
story’. Interest in a person/people of a particular Hispanic culture + positive attitude of
speakers toward the language contact + motivation to redefine their own social identity =
favorable conditions for an African-American to transracialize into an Afro-Americano. In

92

other words, passing can be a component in the transracialization process. Thus far, we have
examined the very personal, affective factors lead to transracializing experiences. The next
section examines how others react when they encounter African Americans with native-like
control of Spanish and some of the assumptions these reactions entail about the language
practices and abilities of African Americans.

4.2 Shocked: The Unexpected Emergence of Blackness in SpanishSpeaking Spaces.
4.2A

Latinx/Hispanic Reactions to Afro-Americanismo.
The key to destabilizing [racially oppressive] systems may lie in transracialization: the

political and sociocultural act of recontextualizing one’s phenotype with the use of language, and
in so doing, upending the observers’ stereotypical expectations of who one is (Alim 2016). It this
section, I will discuss these ‘stereotypical expectations’ to determine what they are, how they
manifest, and how they stand to change in the face of transracialization. Tyanna enjoys the status
she has in her Washington Heights neighborhood. Full of Dominicans, uptown Manhattan offers
her insights into what people expect her to be and how they imagine she must speak:

Excerpt 22
Tyonna, 48, female, resides in Washington Heights, Manhattan.
(Interview, August 8, 2019).
Yea it definitely makes me more interesting and mysterious. People are always staring at
me in public when I speak Spanish. Black and White and Latinos. Like you can tell that
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they know I’m not just a regular Black girl and you can see the wheels kind of turning in
their head like oh shit, she speaks Spanish.

The responses that Tyonna says she gets imply certain expectations that people hold.
Why is it so surprising for people? This question is addressed by Alim & Smitherman’s (2012)
work, Articulate While Black. The expression ‘She’s/He’s so articulate’ when uttered by a White
American about a Black American comes from the expectation that African Americans are
inarticulate. The authors examine the politics of language as entrenched into the politics of race,
and the politics of race as ingrained into the politics of language. In other words, the identity of
Blackness is constructed through interactional discourse. If we change the discourse then we can
change the way Blackness emerges into the social scene. I conclude that the identity change from
monolingual and inarticulate to multilingual and articulate is at the root of the shock and surprise
exhibited by many upon interacting with Afro-Americanismo.
This section situates lived human experiences in relation to Bucholtz’s (2005) framework
of The Five Principles of Interaction. The framework contends that identity is not some inherent
psychological position held as a stand-alone reality in the human mind, but rather comes into
being/enters the social world through different types of interactions between people. Three of
these principles support analysis on Afro-Americanos and how people who observe them form
perceptions. Crucially, the emergence principle states that it is easiest to recognize the
emergence of identity in cases where speakers’ language use does not conform with the social
category to which they are normatively assigned. Therefore, it is conceivable that the birthplace
of the Afro-Americano materializes as these speakers insert themselves into spaces where
traditional thought runs counter to the reality of their experience. As demonstrated by the
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commentary produced by people around Sarah (People be like, “Oh, are you Black? But you
speak Spanish. Are you Spanish?”). Thus, the act of being ‘surprised’ that an African American
person speaks Spanish is hardly the crux of these interactions. Rather, the language itself is
infrequently assigned to the African-American experience, and secondly, being proficient can
provoke an intensification of the initial shock, as Morgan explains in Excerpt 23.

Excerpt 23
Morgan, 35, male, resides in Brooklyn, N.Y.
(Interview, April 14, 2019).
You can see it on their face you know, like it kind of takes them aback. I see their
eyebrows rise like they see me different. Because they say things like, “Wow I’m
impressed.” Se quedan asombrado22, like “Wow,” and they be like, “You speak Spanish
better than me!”

The emergent theme from this section is that Afro-Americanos routinely encounter some
element of surprise, shock or confusion as other Spanish-speakers begin to interact with them. In
this context it becomes apparent that expectations for African-American speech are mostly
limited to English. In Shawn’s story about a group of teenagers on the subway who noticed that
he could understand them, the reaction was laughter. When they refer to him as “negro”, he
replies, “No me digan negro que tengo nombre23.” This shows that that he does not appreciate
being neither talked about/referenced in Spanish in a way that assumes his ignorance of the
22

They are left amazed/astonished. Note the absence of the plural -s on the past participle, a common feature of
vernacular Dominican Spanish.
23
Hey don’t call me ‘negro’ I got a name.
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language nor, more importantly, racialized using terms such as ‘that negro.’ In Shawn’s opinion
this is a demonstration of disrespect and asserted himself according to this interpretation. He
concedes that the speakers in the anecdote were most likely drunk, and this fact combined with
the cliché comparison to Kanye West and the youth of the boys seemed to sooth his nerves and
allow him to let it go.

Excerpt 24.
Shawn, 39, male, resides in Brooklyn.
(Digital Journal, September 10, 2019).
I was coming back from Coney Island with my friends on the F [train] and there was this
group of boys, well, they were teenagers. I don’t know where they were from but they
were like Mexican I think. And they were making jokes in Spanish and laughing at each
other and one of them made a joke like, “Yea you can’t get a girl that’s why you keep
fucking these fat chicks,” in Spanish. And I was like, Oh shit, [widens eyes] and they
were like, “Mírale la cara, mira la cara del negro ese24,haha” And so I was like, “Oye,
no me digan negro que tengo nombre.25And they erupted in laughter and shock. They just
kept saying, “¡El habla español, él habla español!26.” You could just tell they were
drinking beer in those paper bags and it was really obviously like racial because they
said I looked like Kayne [West] which of course was no surprise you know.

Following the logical trail backwards from surprise and shock, we encounter the root of
these emotional reactions: ideologies. The indexicality principle states that identity formation
24

Look at his face! Look at that Black guy’s face.
Hey don’t call me ‘negro’ I got a name.
26
He speaks Spanish! He speaks Spanish!
25
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relies on ideological structures because associations between language and identity are rooted in
cultural beliefs and values (ideologies) about the types of people who can/cannot should/should
not produce particular sorts of language. This principle often manifests as the question from the
opening anecdote in Chapter 1:¿De dónde eres?27 In my own case, I interpret that when this
question is posed, it is because something in the presentation of being an African-American
Spanish-speaking man interrupts the perceiver’s assumptions about what kind of language ought
to come from a racialized Black body. Thus, the reaction is either ‘you can’t possibly be from
around here (the U.S., New York, etc.) or ‘you must be from some Latin-American country with
prevalent African ancestry.’ The unexpected truth, however, is that I and other Afro Americanos
are from ‘here.’ We were born American citizens—just as most of our parents and previous
generations were going back to slavery. African-Americans are not monolithic in their linguistic
practices yet experience ongoing expectations that English is the only tool in their linguistic
repertoire.
The following excerpts detail the commonalities between my personal experience and
that of the participants—the collision between Blackness, African-American transracialization
and deeply rooted cultural beliefs that about what ‘Hispanics/ Latinxs’ who speak Spanish look
like. In the following excerpt, Reggie recounts the reaction of a Spanish tourist in midtown
Manhattan:

Excerpt 25.
Reggie, 51, male, resides in Brooklyn.
(Digital Journal, August 29, 2019).

27

Where are you from?
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So we were in midtown and these tourists from Spain were getting on the train. I could
tell they were from Spain because they had the lisp28. And they heard me speaking
Spanish and so I see the guy looking with his wife and he’s like, ¿Hablas español?29 And
I’m like, “Si”30, and he’s like, “¡Qué bien! ¿Cómo aprendiste español?”31 People always
want to know how I learned, and so I told him a little bit of my story and he just seemed
really interested. They told me they were from Spain which was interesting because I’ve
never been there. I helped them get where they were going that night.

I consider the perception that most Americans are monolingual as a possible surprise
factor, but at the same time there is less of this surprise factor when someone speaks Spanish
who ‘looks’ more aligned with the stereotypical images purported by media outlets of Hispanic
ethnic groups. The following three figures show Google image search results for the terms,
‘Hispanic Celebrities,’ ‘Hispanics,’ and, ‘Latinos,’ which produce an erasure of Blackness.

Figure 4.1 A Google image search of ‘Hispanic celebrities.
28

Refers to the phonological variant of “ceceo.” This is when Iberian Spanish speakers pronounce s, z and c like the
‘th’ in ‘tooth’.
29
Do you speak Spanish?
30
Yes
31
That’s great! How did you learn Spanish?
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Figure 4.2: A Google image search of ‘Hispanics.’

Figure 4.3: A Google image search of ‘Latinos.’
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What I am examining here is the observer’s pre-disposition toward perceiving novelty
because of how raciolinguistics has imagined Spanish speakers—and/or the ‘mis-match’ between
the language people hear and the color of the body producing it. The questions speak volumes as
to the belief system of the speaker and their mis/understanding of raciolinguistics. Speakers
either reference their own identity categories with labels (e.g. The people Reggie met on the train
telling him they were from Spain), presuppose identities of other speakers based on their own
ideologies (e.g. people thinking Chrissa is Dominican), display evaluative reactions to ongoing
talk (e.g. the boys erupting in laughter at Shawn on the train) or un/consciously use structures
associated with specific people or groups (e.g. telling a Black man he looks like Kanye West).
During the interview, I asked Jalyssa about how she felt when people assumed she was
from one of the Caribbean Spanish-speaking countries. Her thoughts were that although the
assumption irritated her somewhat, she eventually came to see herself as an approximation of the
people who hail from these nations by way of getting close to them:

Excerpt 26.
Jalyssa, 44, female, resides in Washington Heights.
(Interview, June 1, 2019).
Because they always mistake me for being Dominican or Cuban, So I feel like when I talk
Spanish to a Dominican, it’s like nobody knows I’m Black. I feel like I’m inside the
culture a little bit more because they’re making an assumption and I’m not obligated to
like tell them where I’m from even if they do ask, but sometimes they don’t and I just go
with it because, why not?
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Expounding The relationality principle is the intention behind one of the questions I
posed to my informants in the interviews: What kind of assumptions have been made about you
that you are aware of as a Black/African-American Spanish-Speaker? The relationality principle
is the last principle from Bucholtz’s (2005) framework of The Five Principles of Interaction that
is relevant to the analysis of Afro-Americanos. It states that one’s identity can only be understood
in relation to someone else’s. When Hispanics in Washington Heights make assumptions about
Jalyssa they do so because she exhibits characteristics that put her in relation to (i.e. make her
compatible with) other Hispanic people in Washington Heights. Furthermore, identity
juxtapositions do not all revolve around the binary relationship of same or different. One can
adequate oneself by highlighting similarities and downplaying differences with a target group.
One of the most conspicuous examples of this principle comes into being when observers find
out that one is African-American—only to say, “Oh, I thought you were [insert demonym here].”
In the following two excerpts other speakers relate Jalyssa and Sara to people, places and things
they’ve heard before in order to understand them.

Excerpt 27.
Jalyssa, 44, female, resides in Washington Heights.
(Interview, June 1, 2019).
People come into the bar and always assume I’m from the Caribbean. They ask me if I’m
Dominican or Puerto Rican or Cuban because those are the places where there are a lot
of Black Latinos, so yea I would say their immediate reaction is to try to place me in a
box they understand.
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Jalyssa works at a bar and meets a lot of people. The ‘box’ she mentions here could have
a few explanations. In could be a reference to the forms we all have to fill out in the U.S. On the
other hand, it could be a psychological description of how Jalyssa thinks these people think about
race; limited, defined, and without room to change. The people she interacts with sometimes
immediately assume she’s ‘related’ to the Dominican, Puerto Rican, or Cuban ethnic group just
because she is both Black and Spanish-speaking. Sara used the relationality principle to her
advantage:

Excerpt 28.
Sara, 24, female, resides in Queens.
(Interview, April 5, 2019).
I used to have this friend, Amalia. She’s this Black chick from Peru. When we’d go out
everybody thought we were sisters. They’d hear us speaking Spanish and be like, ‘Where
ya’ll from?’ It was cool for me because I got to practice my Spanish.

Sara utilizes the relationality principle quite literally in this excerpt by posing as the
sister of a Black Panamanian girl. She does not mention ever having corrected anyone’s false
assumptions which leads me to believe she positioned herself that way and allowed her
interlocutors to assume wrongly in order to benefit her goal of practicing Spanish. This is quite
similar to Jalyssa’s mentality (see Excerpt 26). Mary’s experience is similar to that of Jalyssa and
Sara. She works as a nurse in a hospital. However, it carries a different charge as she is in a
position of power during the discursive interactions in which observers’ (patients’) expectations
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are upended. The emergence of Blackness as a Spanish-speaking healthcare representative is
rewarded with appreciation, albeit unexpected.

Excerpt 29
Mary, 30, female, resides in The Bronx.
(Digital Journal, March 16, 2019).
If I speak their native tongue, we have an instant cultural connection, like walls are
dropped automatically. They can tell you their deepest secrets; they’re ready to confide
in you, like trust just goes flooding open, which is really important in patient/health-care
worker connection. So from a patient perspective it’s like, “Oh my God, yes!” They just
look at you with these eyes of like hope vs. like being afraid. And they always want to
know where I’m from.

In this anecdote Mary is making an amazing observation about the power of language to
open doors and as a powerful bond between two strangers. Being able to speak Spanish turns
Mary into a confidant for people who may feel disempowered by their lack of English
proficiency and understanding of the byzantine healthcare system.
Across the data sample, the participants report that people make assumptions about where
they are from which mimic Jalyssa, Mary, and Sara’s experiences. Throughout the entire body of
interview data, not one participant relayed anecdotal evidence to suggest that people who heard
them speak Spanish guessed they were from anywhere other than The Dominic Republic, Puerto
Rico, Cuba, Peru, or Honduras. In these occurrences, it is easy to see the dramatization of the
relationality principle, as Afro-Americanos are quite often judged (by Latinx/Hispanic people) in
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juxtaposition/relation to established Hispanic ethnic groups that continue to retain a great deal of
African ancestry. In sum, when it comes to Blackness emerging in spaces usually reserved for
Latinx speakers of Spanish, the reactions from Latinx people ranged from neutral,
shock/surprised, to positive. The reactions of African Americans, on the other hand, were quite
different.

4.2B

African-American Reactions to Afro-Americanismo.
African American reactions and judgments carried quite a different tone, and overall

resonated on negative frequencies. In Excerpt 30, Arthur describes how his Black friends mock
him when he speaks Spanish because it makes them feel insecure.

Excerpt 30
Arthur, 41, male, resides in Jersey City, NJ.
(Interview, May 11, 2019).
My Black friends, I feel like they don’t understand that when I go into this thing that’s
very different from our culture, because they don’t have the language that I have. They’ll
be like, “oh there he is tha tha tha’ing,” like, “tha tha tha tha.” They’re kind of imitating
me speaking. I don’t take offense to it. Several of them say. They could just as easily say,
“oh he’s speaking Spanish,” but I kind of feel like it’s in a way to like dig at me, but I
understand that it could be an insecurity within because that really speaks to their own
insecurities.
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In Arthur’s expression, it’s clear to him that sometimes the African-American people
around him are intimidated by his linguistic abilities, and demonstrate this by mocking the way
he sounds while speaking Spanish. The insecurity may be at its root jealousy, or it could be an
expression of resistance to non-conformity. As Arthur breaks from his African-American friend
group to display other aspects of his identity, it may give those who conform to traditional
iconizations of Black speech the feeling of being left behind. Fran had a similar experience as a
young person as shown in Excerpt 31. Her friends accused her of being a wannabe and denied
her the possibility of being anything but African American.

Excerpt 31
Fran, 29, female, resides in Brooklyn, N.Y.
(Interview, June 16, 2019).
No, my friends were always making fun of me. I grew up in Harlem. They were always
like, “Oh she think she Spanish. She not Spanish.”

The experiences of Jalyssa and Sara detail how Latinx/Hispanic people make judgments
on Afro-Americanismo related to origin. Fran and Arthur’s experience of how AfricanAmericans juxtapose them with established Latinx/Hispanic ethnic groups has different shades
of meaning. Whereas many Latinx/Hispanic react with shock and surprise, assuming they are
from a Black Latinx country, many African-Americans react with confusion with traces of
prejudice, and assume that speaking Spanish is something unnatural and/or trying to be
something they are not. When a person changes her speech/accent, it’s often interpreted as a
false representation of the self (affectation) or perhaps as the intention to separate oneself or
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elevate oneself above others and is therefore viewed with great suspicion. Arthur and Fran aren’t
the only ones whose African-American friends exhibited jealously and/or a lack of
understanding. Kelis details her college experience:

Excerpt 32
Kelis, 33, female, resides in Washington Heights, Manhattan.
(Interview, July 5, 2019).
I have been really disappointed in the Black community because of the lack of inclusion.
That’s my perception. I went to school in Georgetown, College Park, in the D.C. area
and there’s a sense that Black means speaking English and having generations in
America. And when you go against that norm, it’s like, “Then who are you really?” Like,
“Are you really Black if you’re speaking Spanish?,” and I got that a lot in the DMV area
(D.C./Maryland/Virginia). So that was a disappointment because you’re perceived a little
bit as ‘other,’ because they don’t know what’s going on because it goes against whatever
their preconceived notions are.

In the excerpt above, Kelis describes being “disappointed” and her “disappointment” on
the subject of African-American reactions to Afro-Americanismo. It is evident that over the
years there has been a considerable undercurrent of disillusionment growing inside Kelis about
how her own people (African-Americans) draw red lines that demarcate African-American
identity from Latinx identity without employing ideological fluidity to these racializations. In her
quote she suggests that the people around her questioned her authenticity as a Black person and
wondered if she is “really Black” if you speak Spanish. Kelis went on to observe that it is
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unreasonable to suggest that one would learn Spanish and not approximate oneself to its people,
and that this approximation doesn’t take away from Blackness, but rather adds to it. The idea of
additive identity will be taken up in the next section (See Sarah’s Excerpts 34-36).
The negative reactions of African-Americans to other African-Americans speaking in
Spanish are a theme that emerged quite unexpectedly from the interviews. It is unclear as to why
this may be occurring and how often it does. As Schumann & Whinnom (1978) argue, the
socially perpetuated ideologies of how Blacks ‘should’ talk and how Whites ‘should’ talk also
leads to the negative, hostile and suspicious views towards crossing over. Kelis echoed these
authors as she went on to say that as a culture, it isn’t uncommon for “Black people to tear each
other down,” and that she didn’t particularly let herself be dissuaded from learning Spanish by
the haters who made it a point to criticize her. This section has shown that outside negative outer
conditions are not greater than internal motivations to redefine one’s own social identity, and that
internal motivations are the largest predictors in the maintenance or destabilization of interethnic linguistic differences. The following section examines the actual experience of evolving
one’s own ethnic, cultural, and racial identity to include a Latinx/Hispanic identity, how it is
accomplished, what results the process yields, and the ideological structures that support
transracialization as a whole.

4.3 Afro-Americanismo: The process of transracialization and the
repertoire of identities.
4.3A

Are you ‘Black’ or ‘Spanish?’
If there is a quote that bluntly and succinctly synthesizes the scope of what African-

American Spanish-speaking participants in the study believe about their ability to exercise
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agency in the formation of their social and personal identities, it would be the Chrissa’s defiant
assertion of agency over her own identity:

Excerpt 33
Chrissa, 30, female, resides in Washington Heights, Manhattan.
(Interview, July 11, 2019).
Nobody can tell me anything. Nobody. I’m Black. I speak Spanish. I speak English. I
speak ‘hood.’ It doesn’t matter. I do what I want. I don’t give a fuck.

Chrissa was the very first person I interviewed in connection to this study. This excerpt
set the tone for all the information that was to come in one very crucial and overarching way:
there was a clear obstinacy in her tone as well as her message. Chrissa makes her English
language abilities clear, as well as asserting that she speaks, ‘hood.’ With this statement is most
likely that she is articulating her proficiency in working-class New York City AAVE (AfricanAmerican Vernacular English). The tenacity with which she makes her position (‘I don’t give a
fuck’) makes it clear that her identity is not up for discussion—it is assured, under her control,
and incontestable.
The tone and texture of Chrissa’s feelings appeared consistently among interviewees—
especially among younger contributors like Sara, Hillary, Akira, and Kaleena. There is an
invariable sense of authority that these twenty-somethings enact while expounding who they are,
linguistically and otherwise, that opposes any notions of uncertainty that Perry (2003) raised
when he asserted that an African American students will most likely feel pressure to negotiate all
these identities and most likely be racked with doubt as to how and where they fit in. The focus
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is about how these young women seem really done with the idea that you have to conform to one
identity category or another. This millennial sense of identity is rooted in self-definition rather
than allowing others to define you. Sara, a 24-year-old from Queens, is working as a waitress in
a Colombian restaurant:

Excerpt 34
Sara, 24, female, resides in Queens.
(Interview, April 5, 2019).
People be like, “Oh—are you Black? But you speak Spanish. Are you Spanish?” And I
have to be like, “I’m Sara. I’m whatever, like, this is New York, like seriously?”

Each of these young women shows herself to be capable of dealing with the intersecting
and complex nature of sociolinguistic identity formation by exercising personal agency to define
herself rather than allowing others to do so. When Sara answers these questions with, ‘like
seriously,’ she frames the distinction between ‘Black’ and ‘Spanish’ as irrelevant. I asked Sara
what she meant by, “I’m Sara, I’m whatever” from the excerpt above. Her reply illustrated her
rejection of narrow definitions of Blackness built on stereotypes as well the assertion that
speaking Spanish adds to her identity as a Black person rather than taking something away.

Excerpt 35
Sara, 24, female, resides in Queens.
(Interview, April 5, 2019).
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Like, yeah…technically I am Black, but there are parts of being Black that don’t
necessarily have to be stereotypical. I like to speak Spanish and I like working here
because, I just feel like Black people do many things and we don’t have to live in a box
with people telling me what’s Black and what’s not. Like if I speak Spanish, what’s that
got to do with anything? If anything, it makes me more well rounded.

Here, Sara (like Kelis in Excerpt 32) fought the same battle against ideologies that reify a
stereotypical and monolithic nature of African-American language practices being limited to
AAVE or Standard English. It is worth noting that each of these women interpreted the word
‘inform’ from the first question of the study rather differently. I asked: How does Spanish inform
your identity as an African-American individual? My intention was to connote ‘inspire,’
‘influence,’ and ‘shape,’ but it occurred to me that Sarah may have interpreted it to mean
something closer to, ‘manipulate,’ ‘dilute,’ or ‘alter.’ These shades of meaning are difficult to
clarify and so in one of the journal intercommunications with Sarah I addressed this issue and
asked for clarification:

Excerpt 36
Sara, 24, female, resides in Queens.
(Digital Journal, April 25, 2019).
I think that Spanish influences me, my Blackness I guess, in the way that, it makes me
more appreciative of my own culture now that I have added to it with the other cultures.
So if anything I’m more appreciative of being Black because now I can see it better.
Sometimes if you step out and look back at something it makes you more aware of it when
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you go back in. Like, oh this new thing I’m learning over here, we have our own version
and so now I’m aware of both things when before I took my Black culture for granted I
guess.

It is the engagement with the intrinsic goals of life, such as learning for the sake of selfdevelopment, becoming ‘a more well-rounded’ person (see Excerpt 35), or fulfilling some kind
of long-term dream that actually promotes subjective well-being, alleviates depression, and
satisfies basic psychological needs (Ryan & Deci 2000). Sara proves this true and as her
language learning has led to a deeper feeling of appreciation, she is able to enjoy life in other
respects—most notably when she returns to her own cultural settings. The topic of
appreciativeness of multiple identities also appeared in Morgan’s interview with a similar
emotional impact. As a club promoter, many of his events are orientated towards the LGBTQ
community and are attended by ethnolinguistically mixed crowds. In the following excerpt, he
discusses the feelings of gratitude he gleans from interactions from gay men of both Black and
Latinx ethnicities:

Excerpt 37
Morgan, 35, male, resides in Brooklyn, N.Y.
(Interview, April 14, 2019).
I think a lot of Spanish guys see me and they see me speaking Spanish and that makes me
feel like I’m on the in-crowd, like, I’m the cool Black guy because I can speak Spanish.
‘Cause normally, when they see Black guys, it’s like, “Oh he’s Moreno”32 or whatever,
but when I speak Spanish, I get more interesting, and so they find out I’m interesting and
32

A Black/dark-skinned man
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it makes me feel good, so I guess in answer to the question of how it influences my
Blackness or informs it or whatever, Spanish kind of uplifts my self-esteem as a Black
person, you know, to show Spanish dudes that side of myself.

In thinking about what Morgan’s comments say about transracialization, it becomes
obvious that his Spanish-speaking interlocutors feel culturally closer to Morgan knowing that
they share a language. The presence of this behavior serves as evidence, at least in some
Latinx/Hispanic eyes, that African-Americans who speak Spanish are somehow more worthy of
attention, conversation, consideration, and respect. The fact that people treat him differently, and
from Morgan’s perspective—better, is a sign that language does change the way people
conceptualize your race—regardless of skin-tone. Morgan’s words echo Trevor Noah’s, whose
work I discussed in Chapter 2. “Language, even more than color, defines who you are to people.
I became a chameleon. My color didn’t change but I could change your perception of my color.
Maybe I didn’t look like you, but if I spoke like you, I was you” (Noah 2016, pg. 56).
Feelings of enjoyment and positive self-esteem are natural consequences of being
appreciated by others for one’s language abilities. Morgan ends this particular excerpt with the
expression ‘show that side of myself’ that gives us a glimpse into how he participates in the
‘repertoire of identities’ framework. One commonality that the participants showcased is an
acute awareness of the different components of their identities and the ability to operate between
these components with ease and self-mastery. Most of the challenges that interviewees
experienced (to be discussed in detail later on in this chapter) came from the outside—from other
people. None of the people I interviewed for this study voiced feelings of frustration, confusion
or incompatibility with the parts of themselves that have expanded to include Latinx ethnic
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traditions. Equally, none of them reported having any lingering reservations about the fact that
they speak Spanish or what that might mean to themselves or to others.
Yema’s parents were Jamaicans who immigrated to the United States before she was
born. In her childhood, the knowledge of language and awareness of race and skin color
coexisted but did not intersect until she became an adult. Being a Black Caribbean may give one
the perspective to be able to separate phenotype and language. Across the Caribbean, a multitude
of Black speakers speak in English, Spanish, French, Dutch, as well as dozens of contact
varieties that blend African substrate features with one or more European lexicon. Black people
born and raised in the Caribbean and who travel between islands have unquestionably more
exposure to Black multilingualism than African-Americans. Yema’s flexibility to see language
and race/phenotype as separate and willingness to take up cultures she has been exposed to
reflect both her socialization among Afro-Caribbeans and her experiences as a New Yorker.

Excerpt 38
Yema, 49, female, resides in Long Island.
(Interview, April 5, 2019).
As a Caribbean person, and as a Black person, language was never an identifier of
someone’s race. The same way there was a lighter skinned person speaking Patois and a
darker skinned speaking it, the same with Spanish, the language was never like an
indicator of race. Living in New York, in Brooklyn, it (Hispanic culture) just became a
part of me.
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The next section details how one might use Afro-Americanismo as a method of growing
themselves into the person they want to be in United States society.

4.3B

Afro-Americanismo and Self-Development
Morgan details an experience that is harmonious with what Sarah described in Excerpt 35

when she said, “If anything, it makes me more well-rounded.” The common theme that occurred
through most of the responses in this section illustrates the issue of social status and one’s ability
to exercise agency in increasing it. As Morgan, a club promoter, reveals his thoughts we not only
see more into the substance of his personal ideology and how it informs his identity, but also the
opportunity for the birth of a counter theory to Greer’s elevated minority status framework.

Excerpt 39
Morgan, 35, male, resides in Brooklyn, N.Y.
(Interview, April 14, 2019).
I guess as an African-American I can say that it definitely gives me a leg up, the feeling
of being educated in a way. It is one thing from college I can say that actually ended up
helping me. Even though I could technically do this job and not speak Spanish, I feel like
it just increases my status as a Black person that I’m multilingual.

In Greer’s (2013) framework of elevated minority status (EMS), the author asks what
racial identity and ethnic distinction means for Blacks living in America with two main
objectives. 1. To analyze diverse inter-ethnic public opinion of Black ethnic groups in the 21st
century and 2. To analyze the racial politics of intra-ethnic identity within the Black community.
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Her findings indicate that Black ethnics (e.g. Nigerian Americans, Jamaican Americans)
experience an elevated minority status above Blacks (African Americans) in part due to the
maintenance of a “foreign reference point” (Rogers 2006), but still do not manage to become as
admired as what she calls model minorities (e.g. like Asians). Greer’s intention is to unveil
factors that obstruct Black ethnic coalition building in the U.S. Greer argues that because of the
fear of downward social mobility, African and Caribbean immigrants have found ways to
circumvent notions of Black racial group association and promote their own linguistic, personal,
cultural, and economic interests (Greer 2013).
This project aims to address African American peoples’ response to the elevated minority
status. I posit that the response is in the forging of an intra-racial, subjective ethnicity: AfroAmericano. These speakers use their linguistic resources to bring Black Americans to
commensurate levels of social status as Black ethnics who maintain a foreign reference point. I
asked Morgan how he can be sure and what proof he has that his “status” in the world as an
African-American has actually increased due to his ability to speak Spanish. In Excerpt 23, he
clearly interprets the look of surprise as respect and makes sense of statements like, “you speak
Spanish better than me!” as a way for people to express their admiration, and communicate that
they hold this particular characteristic about him in high regard. An important caveat is that
while participants express universal regret that monolingual African-Americans are missing out
on an incredible experience, none of the sentiments came from a place of ‘superiority’ or being
‘better-than,’ but rather of frustration that others aren’t doing more. All the sentiments condensed
down into what Yema describes in Excerpt 40 as ‘having more’ for oneself.
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Excerpt 40
Yema, 49, female, resides in Long Island.
(Interview, April 5, 2019).

I grew up in a Black neighborhood so yea, there was all English. When I started learning
Spanish, I knew it was for the best because I could do more and have more for myself, not
even like more money, just like culturally.

Here Yema is focused on the fact that she has the power to bring an abundance of
experiences into her life through the focused language learning. She locates this prosperity
outside of materialism and centers it solely in cultural appreciation. This gives us a glimpse into
her value system—she defines of self-development as an increase in cultural competency.
Similary, in the next excerpt, Brenda discusses why she would recommend language learning to
other African-Americans.

Excerpt 41
Brenda, 46, female, resides in Brooklyn, N.Y.
(Digital Journal, October 15, 2019).
I feel like it would be good for other Black people to know Spanish because it helps
navigate the world a lot more smoothly, especially because Hispanics are so prevalent
everywhere you go. I think a lot of African-Americans in general sell themselves short by
not putting in the effort to learn other languages.
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Brenda’s ideas of self-development stem from judgments about the discipline one is
willing to exercise in the achievement of their goals. To her, working hard comes with the payoff
off being able to move easily through spaces where not knowing Spanish would cause
difficulties. Brenda and Tyonna converge on pointing out that 1. Significant progress that has
been made in their lives by changing, at least linguistically, what it means to be/talk ‘Black,’ and
2. The onus is on African-Americans to educate themselves and take on the challenge of
language acquisition by any means necessary—even if financial resources prove the endeavor to
be a difficult one. In the next excerpt, Tyonna discusses her opinions about how to reconcile the
desire to travel from one’s community with limited financial resources.

Excerpt 42
Tyonna, 48, female, resides in Washington Heights, Manhattan.
(Interview, August 8, 2019).
People are ignorant. Like, leave yo house! Learn! Travel somewhere, you don’t have to
have a lot of money, like, you can go to Miami for carnival. I feel like I’m better than who
I used to be because I’m just not on the same page as other people when it comes to what
it means to be Black.

The EMS (Elevated Minority Status) Framework—an expansion of the Black utility
heuristic, or ‘linked fate,’ as it is sometimes referred to— was formulated by University of
Chicago professor Michael Dawson (1994). A heuristic technique is any approach to problem
solving or self-discovery that employs a practical method that is not guaranteed to be optimal,
perfect or rational, but which is nevertheless sufficient for reaching an immediate, short-term
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goal (Merriam-Webster 1998). The goal in this case refers to the circumventing of elevated
minority status of Black ethnics and the bringing Black Americans to commensurate levels of
social status with those Black ethnics who maintain a foreign reference point. What Dawson’s
framework acknowledges is that Blacks prioritize the success and well-being of the race above
that of individual interest, thereby using the status of the group as a whole as a proxy for their
individual status. What Dawson leaves out of the framework is whether the Black utility
heuristic works in reverse. Can African-Americans by way of increasing their own status
consider this act as a win for Black people as a whole? The crack in the framework is addressed
by this project, as traces of this framework in reflexive form can be found in both Kelis’ and
Brenda’s experience:

Excerpt 43.
Brenda, 46, female, resides in Brooklyn, N.Y.
(Interview, August 15, 2019).
When I speak Spanish I feel like I am changing representations of Blackness. They might
think twice about how they speak around Black people in the future, and not just make
the assumption that you know, Black people don’t speak Spanish.

Excerpt 44
Kelis, 33, female, resides in Washington Heights, Manhattan.
(Interview, July 5, 2019).
I was the first African-American at the start up law firm I was working at before. We
handled a lot of Spanish stuff, so it was good for them that I was on staff to catch things.
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After that they hired another Black girl. So yea, I feel like my bringing a lot of value to
the team changed some discriminatory views of Black women in business law, at least on
my end.

In the first excerpt Brenda reflects on a situation in which two other Latina women were
talking about her disparagingly in Spanish. Brenda makes it clear that as she increases her own
status, she is extremely conscious of how it positively affects other African-Americans. It is as if
she is fighting racism in her own way, from her own corner of the world with the linguistic
weapons she possesses. In spaces where many people have concretized representations of what
Black speech is, Kelis and Brenda are the vanguard of transracialization for the people who
observe and interact with them. Their excerpts echo each other in that they both are aware that
the actions they take with their language have the power to change the thoughts and perceptions
of the people around them. They both see themselves as people who uplift the status of other
African-Americans by the nature of who they are and what they can bring to the table as
professionals and multicultural members of society. In the following section, I will discuss the
ins and outs that Afro-Americanos confront when moving through spaces dominated by
Latinx/Hispanic people.

4.3C Positioning: Navigating the Latinx/Hispanic World as an Afro-Americano
This section deals with how Afro-Americanos interact with and present themselves in
environments that traditionally cater to native Spanish speakers. An example of how AfroAmericanos position themselves as Spanish speakers with regard to identity in these spaces is
detailed in Shawn’s anecdote:
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Excerpt 45
Shawn, 39, male, resides in Brooklyn.
(Interview, June 10, 2019).

I don’t see myself as Latino or Hispanic. My Spanish is good enough and I could
definitely speak Spanish good, but I’m not trying to sit up here and say I’m not Black, but
I know who I am. But I feel included in the conversation when I speak Spanish to them for
sure.
—Shawn.

I interpret Shawn’s words here to mean that he in no way intends to camouflage his
transracial tendencies—placing himself at arm’s length from Blackness while simultaneously
using Spanish as a decoy to diverts interlocutors’ attention toward his ‘Latinxness.’ He does
however give himself the authority and the right to position himself on the inside of any
conversation happening in Spanish—without fear or insecurity about using his voice. Many of
the conversations I had with respondents around this theme brought out themes of intentionality
vis-à-vis Positioning Theory. The concept of ‘positioning’ as a conversational phenomenon
refers to the way different binary categories of people (men and women, adults and children,
teachers and students) enter into interactions and present the self via language (Davies & Harré
1999). It is the discursive production of the Self. The positionings that each individual occupies
within certain communities are influenced by the participant’s perceptions of their rights and
obligations, and of the place or ‘position’ they occupy in relation to the sociocultural context in
which they interact. In positioning theory, humans are not seen as objects with forces acting on
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them, but rather as agents that shift with intention to both create and give meaning to the things
around them. They do this with language. Eriva has lived a Latinx/Hispanic experience and feels
that Spanish is an effective way for her as an African-American to give meaning to this
experience when navigating the art world. She chooses to express herself mostly in Spanish in
the interview.

Excerpt 46
Eriva, 38, female, resides in The Bronx.
(Interview, March 18, 2019).
Entonces cuando yo hablo con la gente, yo quiero que me traten igual. Por ejemplo yo
estaba en una exposición de arte en un festival donde había mucho arte latino que se
mostró para artistas latinos en la comunidad y entonces yo hablé en español mucho con
las mujeres allí porque yo quería ser parte de la experiencia. Y cuando yo estaba allí, es
muy interesante porque una de ellas empezó a hablarme en inglés y me sentía como que,
como ella no quería reconocerme en español y una de las otras mujeres le decía:¡ella
habla español! Like, even the other women, ellas querían hacerlo todo en español
porque era un evento latino.33
—Eriva

Eriva’s self-positioning is both conscious and intentional. Firstly, there is a nuanced
awareness of how Spanish works in Latinx/Hispanic community building and cultural
33

When I talk to people, I want them to treat me equally. For example I was at an art exhibition at a festival where
there was a lot of Latino art that was being shown for/by Latin artists in the community, and so I spoke in Spanish a
lot with the women there because I wanted to be part of the experience. And when I was there, it was very
interesting because one of the women started to talk to me in English and I felt kind of like, like she didn’t want to
recognize me in Spanish and one of the women said to her: She speaks Spanish!...They (the women) wanted to do
everything in Spanish because it was a Latino event.
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maintenance. The women at the exhibition wanted their linguistic cultural heritage to be
acknowledged and utilized in the space, particularly because the work on display accommodated
these motivations by showcasing artists from their community. When Eriva speaks in Spanish in
the scene described above, she intentionally produces herself as an Afro-Americana: A
Black/African-American who has lived a Hispanic/Latino experience in the United States, most
notably revealed by a proficiency in the Spanish language and affiliation and/or participation in
one or more Hispanic/Latino cultures. To know this and to intentionally use Spanish in this
situation to assert one’s proximity to the implied goals of the social context is positioning via the
discursive production of the Self. One woman thought it would be more appropriate to speak to
Eriva in English. Eriva seems to interpret this move as an attempt to exclude her. Several others
insisted on keeping the collective goal of maintaining a Spanish tone for the evening.
Some of the respondents feel a great responsibility to use their Spanish in situations
where the language plays a dominant role. In Kaleena’s narrative, she provides evidence of her
respect of the culture when positioning herself ‘to’ (i.e. in proximity to) restaurant staff. I asked
her why she insists on speaking Spanish in Dominican establishments:

Excerpt 47
Kaleena, 29, female, resides in Harlem.
(Interview, March 30, 2019).
Every time I eat at a Spanish restaurant, I talk to the wait staff in Spanish. I just think it’s
stupid to speak English in there when I speak Spanish. It’s not like an English place so
when you go there I think if you know Spanish, it just makes sense to do that. I guess I
position myself to them instead of expecting them to speak to me in English.

122

—Kaleena

Accordingly, who one is manifests as an open question with a shifting answer depending
upon the positions made available within one’s own and others’ discursive practices. These
premises depend on the foundation that race, ethnicity and language are not at all fixed, but
rather constructed and brought into being during interactions. These respondents can exercise the
choice to use Spanish to select ‘Afro-Americano’ from their repertoire of identities and produce
a position that locates them in ethnolinguistic proximity to a Latinx/Hispanic identity when the
context lends itself. Positioning Theory explains discontinuities in the production of self with
reference to multiple discursive practices and the interpretations of those practices that can be
brought into being by speakers and hearers as they engage in conversations (Davies & Harré
1999). That is to say, a phenotypically Black American person can consciously utilize several
different varieties of English (e.g. African-American Vernacular English/AAVE or Standard
English) and project an African-American identity in one instance, while speaking Spanish and
producing an Afro-Americano ethnicity that draws from Latinx/Hispanic culture experiences in
another.
Positioning oneself to pass for a native speaker during brief encounters is quite different
than styling. Styling involves a more multi-faceted and stable relationship between language use
and other elements. Speakers style their identities through the use of variables linked to identity
categories for constructing social meanings, social categories, and identity (Cutler 2014, Eckert
2008). A single feature, then, is typically insufficient to index a style; rather, styles comprise
clusters of co-occurring semiotic elements, including both linguistic and nonlinguistic resources
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(Ochs 1990; Eckert 2003). As Bucholtz shows in her analysis of güey, the term ‘styling’ gains
part of its indexical meaning from the other symbolic practices in which its users engage while
taking stances and building styles of identity. For example, I asked my subjects about what
elements of Hispanic culture (other than language) they combined with Spanish and adopted into
their lives and why. The question was intended to draw out occurrences of styling and the
different ways one might do so. Mary demonstrated evolved thinking on being Afro-Americana,
and a permanent occupying of this transracial position by way of symbolic practices in her social
life and how she spends the majority of her time.

Excerpt 48
Mary, 30, female, resides in The Bronx.
(Digital Journal, March 16, 2019).
So I participate in Hispanic Heritage Month. I was dancing salsa and merengue and
bachata. It’s just so natural and normal for me that I don’t even think about it, just being
in Spanish homes and block parties. But like it comes from Spanish because if you don’t
meet people and talk to them, and then they invite you, in Spanish to chill with them and
then go eat at Colombian restaurants afterwards and have a whole other set of
experiences you wouldn’t have access to. So it all comes from Spanish. Most of the things
I do come from Spanish.

Mary’s case is good example of why I chose the word ‘navigating’ for the title of this
section. Navigating is in reference to moving through Latinx/Hispanic communities. The effect
of acquiring the language has led her down a winding pathway of opportunities that all speak to
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the navigational-like system that can operate in one’s life when one’s learns another language. It
opens new doors that were previously locked—doors that lead to new and exciting adventures.
The last line in the excerpt above is particularly telling of the deeply embedded capacity of
language to shape sociocultural identity along this winding pathway. Spanish for Mary was the
doorway through which she initiated both the activities she partakes in as well as her
presentation as an individual during such activities. Over time, this has become rather
concretized for Mary, that is, little by little, the seed of acquiring Spanish begins to sprout
branches that reach into so many different aspects of her life that its centrality becomes deeply
rooted and relevant in almost all situations in which she finds herself. D’nisha’s experience is
similar in that while not salsa dancing, her culinary skills in Dominican cuisine have become
quite proficient:

Excerpt 49.
D’nisha, 36, female, resides in Queens.
(Interview, July, 6, 2019).
Oh my God. My boyfriend’s mother, she loves my food, she’s always like oh you cook like
a Dominican girl, “Ay que rico. Te va a casar con ella34,” she’ll say to him. I can do
arroz con gandules, los tostones, pollo guisado si yo quiero35. I think just watching
people over the years I’m just truly a sponge.

The significance of styling (the long-term form of passing) in D’nisha’s life has the
potential to yield long-term favorable conditions. Winning the approval of one’s boyfriend’s

34
35

This is so good, you gonna marry her!?
Rice and beans, fried plantains, stewed chicken if I want it.
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mother and getting her blessing for marriage speaks volumes about the value Latinx/Hispanic
families place on their language. Her competence in the kitchen complements her positioning as
an Afro-Americana by authenticating her identity—demonstrating that she is a multi-faceted
person who has the tools to be an active member of the family over time. In a very intriguing
way, the permanency provided by ‘styling’ that has its roots in the agent is reflected back in the
ideology of the observers. D’nisha’s boyfriend’s mother recognizes her ‘style’ and reacts by
trying to ensure that her son considers her a ‘keeper.’ The mother’s intentions in the anecdote
above point to the hope that D’nisha will be around on a permanent basis, offering further
evidence that the roots of sociolinguistic behavior are strong enough not only to ground one’s
own life but the lives and relationships of those around them. The interview data touched on
more than the role of Spanish in heterosexual pairings. In the following section, I’ll discuss some
initial findings on how Spanish and African-American male sexuality may be correlated.

4.3D Afro-Americanismo and Gay Male Sexuality
On the theme of ‘repertoire of identities,’ this section explores how the five men in this
study advance a discussion about sexuality. Raciolinguistics is a perspective within
sociolinguistics that has gained significant momentum only within the past few years. It is the
study of the intersection between race and language whose prominent authors include Rickford
(2016), Flores & Rosa (2015, 2017, 2019), and Alim (2016). The focus of this branch of
sociolinguistics investigates how language shapes our ideas about race, how race shapes our
ideas about language, and the ideologies people hold about the skin-color of persons can/cannot
should/should not produce particular sorts of language. If raciolinguistics is a burgeoning field,
then the study of sexuality and its impact on second language learning among racial minorities
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has yet to be even conceived. One of the few studies remotely relate to the questions I pose after
having done this research is Takahashi (2013) who studies Japanese women. For many young
Japanese women, the English language has never been just another school subject. For them,
English is the tool of identity transformation, and the means of obtaining what they passionately
desire – the West and Western men. Takahashi details the clandestine motivations of Japanese
women to learn English and how English language learning in Japan has become conflated with
romantic desire for Western men, and how such desire, in turn, impacts the processes and
outcomes of second language learning. These women encounter and capitalize on racial, sexual,
cultural, and linguistic politics in the second language context as they negotiate identity and
desire (Takahashi 2013).
Many gay Afro-Americano men have capitalized on their linguistic skills, but this
capitalization has more to do with social opportunities than it does sex and relationships, as there
does not appear to be a significant sexual market for Spanish speaking Black men in the U.S. A
study that is much more relevant to the one at hand is King’s (2008) qualitative study. King
explores the naturalistic language-learning experiences of three gay Korean men whose
marginalized sexual identities assist them with access while articulating other aspects of their
identities (e.g., race, nationality) as well as sexual desire. The title of this work, “Being Gay Guy,
That is the Advantage”: Queer Korean Language Learning and Identity Construction,” speaks
directly to the possible reasons why it was difficult to find a single heterosexual AfricanAmerican male Spanish speaker for this work. Some Korean men, like the ones in this King’s
study, have the perception that it is more difficult to be gay in Korea. Thus they have invested in
an imagined, “Western” gay community, which has brought about strong investments in learning
English as their gateway to that community (King 2008).
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It is here that I draw a direct parallel between King (2008) and this particular segment of
the data I am examining. What raciolinguistics does not do is discuss the specific nuances of
being a Black gay language-learner and why or why not it may matter in the sociolinguistic
space between African-American culture and Latinx/Hispanic culture. The theme that emerged
from men in the present study (who all identify as gay) is that Latinx culture serves as a “safer”
(but by no means safe) haven for queer Black men who are seeking an ethnic affinity more
accepting of both their sexuality and their lifestyle. Reggie explains:

Excerpt 50.
Reggie, 51, male, resides in Brooklyn.
(Interview, June 21, 2019).
I know one other Black man who speaks Spanish, and he’s gay as well. Being gay is just
another thing you have to juggle. It’s another otherization. But I feel like it’s different
being Black vs. being Latino in terms of being gay. There is a lot more homophobia in the
Black community, especially Black Christians, Lord!

Reggie associates the heterosexual African-American community of his generation with
Black Christian Church culture—and by extension, homophobia. He is not alone in this
perspective, as organizations have done research and corroborated his feelings. The Human
Rights Campaign represents a force of more than three million members and supporters
nationwide. As the largest national lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer civil rights
organization, HRC envisions a world where LGBTQ people are ensured of their basic equal
rights, and can be open, honest and safe at home, at work and in the community (hrc.org). The
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organization has identified important issues facing LGBTQ Americans of various ethno/racial
groups. A close comparison between LGBTQ African-Americans and Latinx LGBTQ people
reveals virtually identical challenges:
Table 4.1 Human Rights Campaign’s identification of ethnoracial LGBTQ challenges
Issues affecting LGBTQ
African American LGBTQ
Latinx LGBTQ
people
Economic Insecurity
Violence & harassment
HIV & Health Inequity
Religious Intolerance
Criminal Justice
Immigration
Language & Access Barriers
(Hrc.org)

The two groups have in common a fight against similar issues but with some significant
differences. I would like to draw out the relevant evidence from the table that echoes Reggie’s
experiences—mainly, the religious overtones of homophobia and heteronormativity that have
traditionally remained omnipresent in the Black church. While LGBTQ African Americans
identify with various faith traditions, the Christian church remains a source of both hope and
trepidation for many. Support for marriage equality increased from 23 percent to 38 percent
among Black Protestants between 2013 and 2014, well below the national average of at the time
of 55%. In 2019, the number of Americans who support same-sex marriage rose to 63%
(gallup.com). While Reggie says that his mother accepts him, his grandmother who helped raised
him did not.
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Excerpt 51.
Reggie, 51, male, resides in Brooklyn.
(Interview, June 21, 2019).

She never accepted it. She was in denial until the day she died. I didn’t talk openly about
it with her, but she wasn’t stupid. She knew, but she refused to acknowledge me as a gay
man because she didn’t believe in that. She wanted to pray for me to marry a nice girl
[laughs with nostalgia]. My grandmother.

Arthur’s parents have never been together and he was not raised in the church. Both
accept him as well as his sexuality, but as an adult he attended a church service with two female
friends of his about ten years ago. He recounts some of the statements made by an AfricanAmerican pastor during the discussion:

Excerpt 52
Arthur, 41, male, resides in Jersey City, NJ.
(Interview, May 11, 2019).
It was just all like, you know, talking about how God loves the sinner and not the sin. And
he was listing off sins like drug addiction, murder, molester, and then he was like,
homosexual. And yea, so when that’s in the list, that’s when I’m like this isn’t for me.

Neither Reggie nor Arthur could speak directly to the issue of religious intolerance of
homosexuality in the Black community. Nor could they say for sure that they learned Spanish
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because of this religious intolerance, as a mechanism to escape it, or shirk an ethno-racial
identity. However, of their experiences did corroborate the Human Rights Commission’s finding
that religious intolerance against homosexuals is a bigger problem in the African-American
community than there it is in the Latinx/Hispanic community. Duran’s (2018) analysis of the
GenForward Survey project (University of Chicago) reveals that Latino millennials are the least
likely demographic within millennials to identify as heterosexual. Shawn’s experience mirrors
this finding:

Excerpt 53.
Shawn, 39, male, resides in Brooklyn.
(Interview, June 10, 2019).
It’s definitely easier to meet Spanish dudes for me. I don’t know why. With Black men,
it’s just a bit more complicated. There’s a lot of racism and colorism and homophobia in
the gay community, especially in the Black gay community. I feel like a lot of Spanish
dudes swing both ways.

Outside the church, Duran notes that a majority of Latino (61%) and Asian-American
(53%) millennials surveyed said there is “a lot” of discrimination against lesbians and gays in
their racial community, compared with 43% of African-Americans and 27% of Whites (Duran
2008). This reporting stands in contrast to Morgan, who feels it’s quite the opposite. Below, he is
responding to one of my follow up questions about what it is like to be gay in both minority
communities.
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Excerpt 54
Morgan, 35, male, resides in Brooklyn, N.Y.
(Interview, April 14, 2019).

When it comes to like straight Black men, I feel like yea, there is a lot more homophobia
there than in the Latino community because, the hyper masculinity of Black men is
different than machismo, at least in my opinion. Straight Black men are ignorant in my
opinion, and a lot of them are DL,36 so that’s probably why. Dominican men to me are
much more sexually fluid. A lot of them are on the DL too, but they don’t act as ignorant
toward gay men as Black men.

From the data, it appears that language plays a role in the proclivity of African American
men to gravitate towards Latino men. It may be simply because African-American men want to
expand their dating opportunities. Some of the questions that are left unanswered for me in this
segment of the data are: 1. Why has every higher education Spanish program I’ve been involved
in (B.A., 2 M.A.’s, Ph.D.) been made up of mostly women and a small group of gay men? 2.
Why was I not able to find any heterosexual African-American male Spanish-speakers for this
study? 3. What is the significance that I, as an African-American gay Spanish-speaking man, am
seemingly the first to address these issues empirically? And finally, taking these 3 questions into
account—4. How exactly does sexuality interact with Spanish and the other identities in the
repertoire of the speakers this study is focused upon? There is clearly a need for additional work
to gain further clarity on specific issues that concern African-American male LGBTQ second

36

DL is a term that references men on the “down low,” who present heterosexual identities in public and privately
have sex with men. Down low men are distinct in the LGBTQ rhetoric due to the added element of secrecy.
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language learners of Spanish—a very niche and understudied group in SLA. The next section
offers a careful look into how Afro-Americanos are using their transraced identity to alter
representations of Blackness and race in their communities.

4.4 Afro-Americanismo as an Agent of Change.
By the mid 1980’s, anthropology evolved to consider subdisciplines that expanded the
sociocultural and political underpinnings surrounding the physical conditions of the body, and
split the body into three ideological sections: The individual (the new term for natural), the
social, and the body politic. This third dimension acknowledges the embodiment of power. It
frames the body as central in the structuring of society—either as a tool or a weapon. The former
acting in service to some—while the latter toward the oppression of others (Wolputte 2004).

Excerpt 55
Greta, 61, female, resides in Brooklyn, N.Y.
(Interview, April 24, 2019).
Black women you know, we’re at the bottom of the barrel. Society really doesn’t do us
any favors so you have to be educated.

Wolputte’s (2004) claims are usually accepted as fact by members of racial minority
communities like African-Americans. Greta, for instance, is an English professor at a public
institution of higher education in New York City. Her study of languages began during her
undergraduate career and she studied abroad one semester in Salamanca, Spain in the 1990’s.
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Since then she has used Spanish in a variety of ways a part from insertion into the Latinx
linguistic community.

Excerpt 56
Greta, 61, female, resides in Brooklyn, N.Y.
(Digital Journal, May 19, 2019).
Speaking Spanish really gave me more understanding of English. I never learned about
tenses and grammar and rules so it made me a better writer. To be conscious of imperfect
tenses, preterit, future, conditional and so forth helped my creativity in English and
added to my ability to stylistically produce written text that was layered. I used to believe
that everything I needed I could get from reading [English] but other languages can have
those positive effects too.

Greta’s personal account is a manifestation of the claims made by researchers that duallanguage programs enhance students’ learning in English. Greta gives legitimacy to the multiyear study of students enrolled in two-way dual-language programs in North Carolina (Thomas
& Collier 2012) that I mentioned earlier in Chapter 2. Between 2007 and 2010, low-income
Black children in these programs scored higher in reading and math than their classmates of the
same race and socioeconomic background who were being taught in one language. By fifth
grade, these students were reading as well as their monolingual peers in the grade above them
(Thomas & Collier 2012). Based on this research, dual-language programs seem to be a viable
intervention for not only students who are struggling in school, but as enrichment for children
who are already performing at grade level. Spanish, then, for African-American children is a
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type of “educational capital,” a linguistic investment into English development. That Greta was
able to parlay the return on this investment into a career as a writer and English professor
bolsters the claim that African-American students from communities who speak non-standard
varieties of English—and as a result become disadvantaged by standardized testing, have much
to gain from Spanish language study.
In many ways, Greta’s personal journey speaks truth to the hypothesis that is at the basis
of this work. In the recognition of her structural position as a Black woman in the United States,
a position forced upon her by the institutions of white supremacy, Greta used the linguistic
resources at her disposal to expand her potential—and in so doing exercised personal agency.
More importantly, it worked. In a type of sociolinguistic paradox, the educational systems that
she feels did not “do her any favors,” and worked against her interests and her very nature on the
basis of Blackness, now plays a game of changing faces. Greta says that since she has been
employed in the English department at her university for the past 20 years, she has seen the
number of African-American faculty increase dramatically. When I asked her how AfricanAmericans could use their Blackness together with Spanish to dismantle the systems that enable
discrimination and racism in education, she replied:

Excerpt 57
Greta, 61, female, resides in Brooklyn, N.Y.
(Digital Journal, May 19, 2019).
By understanding the nature of what it means to be Black in this country. You’ve heard
the age old saying that you can take an African zebra to North America and let it run
around, but that does not make it a North American zebra, it’s an African zebra—running
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around in North America. Africa has over 2,000 languages. It is in our people’s history
to be multilingual and this life we lead here is just an extension of who we are and what
we do. When you do not know your history and that your ancestors all spoke five, six,
seven languages, it changes your perspective. I speak Spanish because I learned to speak
Spanish. That’s what our people do. We speak languages. It benefits me because how
could it not? Now no doors can be closed to me because I do not have that language, a
very popular language here. Dismantling white supremacy starts with knowing who you
are. So I suspect that the generational ability for multilingualism does benefit me in this
country but that is what it was always supposed to do.

Greta is one example of an agent exhibiting full awareness of the capacity for language to
deconstruct raciolinguistic ideologies, that is, beliefs about ‘which race speaks X language.’
When a Black body is combined with the power of language, these two forces effectively create
a two-pronged approach for political, cultural and social change, particularly the deconstruction
of race, racism and racialization. A critical awareness of the embodiment of language
contributes to the choices agentive beings make in the reconstruction of their nations and
communities (Janks 2000). Greta’s choices led to her hire more people of color in her department
by providing an example of what it means to be African-American and a linguist. The ideologies
previously held by those who held power in the department meant that the faculty was entirely
White, closing its doors to people of color who were qualified. “Doors,” she says, “that probably
would have stayed closed much longer,” were open for other educators of color to walk through
when Greta was hired. In the literature review in Chapter 2, I set out to ask these three
questions—all of which seem to be addressed by Greta and her stance; 1. Why do individuals
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make these choices and whose interests do they serve?, 2. Who is empowered or in any way
disempowered by the language used?, and 3. How do ideologies shift with repeated exposure to
Afro-Americanismo? Greta’s stance answers these questions by positing that African-Americans
(women especially) can and should make the linguistic gains necessary to better themselves. In
order to win at a game in which the deck is stacked against them, they must operate in a way that
serves their own interests. This type of linguistic self-empowerment puts African-Americans in
control of their personal and professional future, disempowering those who would look for any
reason to view them unfavorably. With a stronger presence of Afro-Americanos, it is Greta’s
position that this will cause tides to shift in favor of Black multi-lingualism—which can continue
to open professional doors for future generations of African-American children.
Similarly, Reggie is another participant who very much changed the trajectory of his
ideological understanding of Blackness when he learned Spanish. I asked him what influence
Blackness has on language learning and how has being a Black Spanish speaker differentiated
his experience from say, a White American Spanish learner?

Excerpt 58
Reggie, 51, male, resides in Brooklyn.
(Interview, June 21, 2019).
I went to Cuba and I was surprised that there were so many Black people there who were
like full of themselves and celebrated the Africanness, because that’s not what we’re
taught to believe - the tropes that Latin people look all light skinned and good hair and
what not. I found that it was easy for me to see myself in them because I am Black and all
the more reason to learn about other aspects of the culture instead of settling for
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‘African-American’ as what I have to be when I can move into other spaces and
experience my Blackness in different contexts.
—Reggie

Some of his comments mirror what some of Anya’s (2017) subjects said about seeing
themselves in the Black Brazilian speakers whose language they were learning. Reggie was
deeply moved by his trip in such a way that it influenced the way he moved through the world—
even after he left Cuba. He was more confident in spaces (both Black and White) knowing that
there was a depth to his cultural and sociolinguistic knowledge. He walked with a more confident
gate in these places after the revelation of the kinship (Blackness) he shared with Cubans. Both
Reggie and Greta would agree that knowing “who one is,” means something different for
historically oppressed minorities who were robbed of their identities (linguistic and otherwise) at
the outset of American slavery. And, they would both agree that if language can provide a
necessary glimpse into one’s true history then, on the road to personal evolution, it should be
considered an advantage.
The framework established by The Douglas Fir Group37 (2016) offers a point of entry
into theorizing the raciolinguistic perspective of ‘advantage’ in language learning. The
framework acknowledges that “depending on their ascribed race, ethnicity, gender, or social
class, some L2 learners may find that the opportunities they have access to for language learning
and for participation in their communities are limited or constrained by the ways in which they
are positioned by others, while other L2 learners may find their opportunities to be abundant and
unbounded” (p. 32). This is the case for Reggie whose Blackness rendered Cuban culture

37

The Douglas Fir Group (DFG) is a writing body of 15 authors (including Bonny Norton) that publishes articles
collaboratively in spaces like The Modern Language Journal.
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accessible, and made it easy to blend in with quotidian Cuban life. Reggie realizes that his status
as a Black person allows him to move through different ethnicities around the world where
Blackness is foregrounded without sociopolitical boundaries that obscure this type of movement
between groups in the United States. All of the respondents felt that they moved through Latinx
and Hispanic spaces ‘quietly’ due to Blackness, an advantage they say White L2 learners of
Spanish do not have.
While Reggie’s experience in Cuba enhanced his cultural understanding, he discovered in
New York that the path of moving through different ethnicities of Blackness was riddled with
linguistic ideologies that have a ‘land mine’ quality—one needs to know where they are as to not
trigger a potential altercation. In Excerpt 59, he explains how Spanish is a way for some Latinx
communities to distance themselves from Blackness.

Excerpt 59
Reggie, 51, male, resides in Brooklyn.
(Digital Journal, August 2, 2019).
A lot of Latinx communities have really rooted their ethnic identity in anti-Blackness. You
know, don’t make the mistake of calling someone ‘Black,’ who is from the Caribbean like
Puerto Rico or DR or what have you because you will get checked real quick. And to me,
Spanish is used to MAKE SURE you know they not Black. They scared to be seen as
Black. In DR (The Dominican Republic), not being ‘Black’ means you’re not Haitian,
and the Spanish means you’re not Haitian. So they bring that with them culturally here so
when they encounter me, a Black American speaking Spanish, I feel like it’s messing with
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the power structure you know, their language was that safety net, but I share that cultural
affinity too.
—Reggie

We can draw clear parallels to Bailey’s (2001) study of Dominicans in Providence, RI. In
Reggie’s comments. The Spanish language of Dominicans is a defining criterion for assignment
to a widely-recognized, pre-existing United States social category: Hispanic. In everyday terms,
it enables access to a thriving ethnolinguistic community with its own churches, restaurants,
stores, Spanish language media, and community organizations, a world that exists in many ways
parallel to, and separate from, Anglophone society. Afro-Americanismo represents the power
play that Spanish speaking African-Americans make when crossing into the Hispanic social
scene. This is in sharp contrast with non-Hispanic/Spanish speaking people of African ancestry
like Haitians, who by the second generation already consider themselves more or less entwined
with African American identity, as the Haitian community does not have the numbers to support
the maintenance of French/Creole. Reggie is another example of an agent exhibiting full
awareness of the capacity for language to deconstruct raciolinguistic ideologies, that is, beliefs
about ‘which language particular racialized bodies speak.’ Reggie’s interlocutors in the excerpt
above must face their anti-Blackness head on when they encounter him speaking Spanish. If they
are not Black then how can Reggie be? And, since Reggie is phenotypically Black, it disrupts the
belief system that reifies artificial links and associations made between Black Americans and
Latinxs. Reggie is at the vanguard of some of these societal changes that all begin with
individuals exercising personal agency in how they want to shape their identities.
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Changing how individuals both construct and perform their identities can lead to change
at the community level. Once one has shifted one’s perception of oneself and one’s identity
through the experience of learning and engaging with another language, that shift manifests in
behaviors that emanate outward into the community and alter its character. An example of this
assertion is the case of Fran, who by learning Spanish and having a Latinx experience in New
York City, decided to insert herself into community issues that impacted her on both sides, that
is, her African-American side and her Afro-Americana side. She does not remember being
socially active before learning Spanish, and credits the polarizing issues such as police brutality,
immigration reform, and DACA38 for keeping her desire to learn more Spanish alive. When
asked what kind of investments (social, financial, personal) she’s made into the Hispanic
community and what has been the return on these investments, Fran responded:

Excerpt 60
Fran, 29, female, resides in Brooklyn, N.Y.
(Interview, June 16, 2019).
I remember being at city hall downtown protesting stop and frisk a few years ago and the
crowd was all Black and brown faces. I remember feeling complete solidarity with the
community in those days because those racist policies were affecting us equally. People
were chanting in English and in Spanish. ¡La gente, unida, jamás será vencida!39The
speakers at a rally in support of DACA spoke in Spanish at some points and it felt good to
be there and really be there, ya know?

38
39

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals
A united people will never be defeated—a common social activism marching chant that rhymes in Spanish.
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Fran’s consciously tied elements of her linguistic repertoire to her desire to become more
deeply involved in social justice. Fran’s Spanish did not contain itself to her job in internet sales
alone, where she initially found it extremely useful—but bled into unexpected but appropriate
places in her life and incited activity there. Without Spanish, even if Fran had attended the rally
that she details in the previous excerpt, she would not have been able to cross the boundary into
the Latinx experience that resonated so well with her own. This attestation rings true for Morgan
as well:

Excerpt 61
Morgan, 35, male, resides in Brooklyn, N.Y.
(Digital Journal, July 24, 2019).
I do go to Dominican barbershops uptown because I just feel like they’re better. The
Dominicans definitely cut better, so yea I guess I am financially investing in their
community. I never thought about it like that before. I be speaking Spanish in there too!
They be like, “Oye, pero ven acá. ¿Tú habla e’ pañol? ¡Diablo!40

In Morgan’s case, the Dominican variety of Spanish that continues to inspire his use—
note the absence of second person verbal /s/ (‘habla’ vs. ‘hablas) and the aspirated /s/ in
‘español’—reveals both his affinity toward the culture and the amount of time he spends around
Dominican people. The barber shop isn’t the only Dominican business Morgan supports with his
money, as the local restaurants, laundromats, and bodegas are mostly Dominican owned and
operated in Washington Heights. Morgan says he even speaks in Spanish to the man who sells
him weed. In Morgan’s reality, the neighborhood of Washington Heights operates in a type of
40

Hey, hold on a second. You speak Spanish? Damn!
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transracial linguistic zone where (some) African-Americans and Latinxs change the character of
a successful community by including people from various groups under the ‘common code’ of
Spanish—in ways that frame Spanish as the local language of commerce. Yema is living a
similar reality in that many of her patients rely on her to communicate with them in Spanish,
making it the language of treatment in an ever-diversifying community hospital. Yet, her
communicative Spanish ability is not limited to care-giver-patient interactions. She is also
involved at the changing the culture of the institution by educating medical students about how
to better interact with their Spanish speaking patients:

Excerpt 62
Yema, 49, female, resides in Long Island.
(Interview, April 5, 2019).
So at the medical school, I’m helping them. I participate in this group called Café con
Leche. It is to talk about medical cases in Spanish with some of the medical students to
improve their proficiency and competence with speaking to Spanish-speaking patients.
We just have a cup of coffee and talk. It’s really casual. It’s a mix of Latinos who don’t
speak Spanish well enough or are not sure about the terminology of medical Spanish and
then there are also non-Latinos who want to improve their skills, but it all is an
investment into the Latino community because it’s for the patients.

Yema’s investment in quality control for medical staff working with Spanish-speaking
patients gives us yet another glimpse into how every day, African-Americans are exercising
personal agency in their linguistic choices to better the community and deconstruct boundaries
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around people traditionally thought of as ‘different.’ It is also worth noticing that some of the
people Yema is helping to speak better Spanish are Latinxs themselves. The agency of AfricanAmerican Spanish-speakers to propagate the language from positions of power speaks to the
potential for transracialization to occur as Spanish ceases to become ‘just’ a second language and
transforms into a political statement about the nature of being an American.

4.5 Conclusion: Are you Afro-Americano?
As participants spoke about building lives that were made possible for them due
to their knowledge of Spanish, certain themes emerged. Section I (Motivation and the Spanish
Language Acquisition of the Afro-Americano) dealt with participants’ motivations in learning
Spanish: there were four main commonalities that, added together with a positive attitude and an
interest in redefining their own social identity resulted in favorable conditions for an AfricanAmerican to transracialize into an Afro-Americano. These four themes were; 1. Geographic
proximity to Hispanic communities, 2. Access to Spanish media, 3. Affinity to Spanish music
and, 4. Interest in the people of a particular Hispanic culture. The more factors that appeared in
any one respondent’s story, and/or stronger the presence of any one factor increased the
probability of the respondent reporting that they often ‘pass’ for Latinx/Hispanic and/or have
‘styled’ their identities over time. As African-Americans encounter Spanish speakers, the
overwhelming response received by all their interlocutors are the emotions of shock and surprise
as discussed in Section II (Shocked: an unexpected emergence of Blackness). When Blackness
emerges in spaces traditionally reserved for Spanish-speaking people, these emotions usually
give way to more positive and favorable attitudes on the part Latinx/Hispanic interlocutors, while
African-American attitudes were described on a scale ranging from neutral at best to extremely
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adverse. Section III. Afro-Americanismo: The process of transracialization and the repertoire of
identities describes the process of transracialization undergone by Afro-Americanos which leads
many to redefine ethnolinguistic lines for themselves differently than traditional mainstream
identity ascription. By consolidating the terms ‘African-American’ and ‘Latinx,’ these speakers
position themselves in accordance with their own visions of how they see themselves and who
they want to be in society. Lastly, Section IV. Afro-Americanismo as an Agent of Change
describes how the act of learning Spanish and adding a Latinx identity to one’s repertoire
challenges racial categories and the process of racialization. Participants spoke about using
Spanish to destabilize unjust power dynamics in society, and to invest into their careers and
communities.
This project has nothing to do with the abundant manifestations of self-hatred (i.e.
internalized racism) among some Black Americans who, due to historical conditioning, denigrate
and underappreciate Blackness. Examples of such an ideological position can include but are not
limited to; self-image and beauty standards that mimic Western European modes of beauty
expression, an unyielding preference for interracial dating, respectability politics, and colorism.
This chapter comes to an end by making two key conclusions about the themes that emerged
from the analysis of the interview data. Firstly, it is important to note that the transracialization
from Spanish-speaking African-American to Afro-Americano and the impetus to do so are in no
way rooted in anti-Blackness—nor in the desire to abandon or ignore one’s ethnicity in favor of a
Latinx ethnicity. All of the respondents in the study expressed positive Black self-image. There
was also present a high level of dexterity in both permanently occupying a trans-ethnic position
and managing the dilemmas that emerge from the socially constructed (and sometimes
contradictory) nature of these identities—like others’ assumptions that they are trying to be
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something they’re not. An important dimension that is worth reiterating briefly is the ‘additive’
nature of identity for the participants; it’s not about passing or trying to be someone else, but
rather adding to one’s repertoire of identities.
Secondly, the respondents demonstrated evolved thinking on the subject of ethnic identity
preceding the study, but many lacked the academically grounded language I offer here to express
their personal experience of a phenomenon that many felt had been occurring for quite some
time in their lives. In response to the question that concluded each interview (Are you AfroAmericano?) some looked pleasantly puzzled, others a bit surer, while still others resounded with
an answer that tied all the participants together: ‘Yes!’
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Chapter 5 The Networked Multilingualism of Afro-Americanos
on YouTube.
Networked multilingualism is a cover term for multilingual practices that are shaped by
two interrelated processes: being networked, i.e. digitally connected to other individuals and
groups, and being in the network, i.e. embedded in the global mediascape of the web. It
encompasses everything language users do with the entire range of linguistic resources within
three sets of constraints: mediation of written language by digital technologies, mediation of
spoken language, and orientation to networked audiences (Androutsopoulos 2015). The second
phase of this study was focused on the identity construction of eleven Afro-Americano
YouTubers.41 Based on the data they presented about themselves on social media, I did a
discourse-centered online ethnography42 of YouTubers who created content specifically about
their experiences of being African-American Spanish speakers. The viewing and analysis of the
videos took place between May 2019 and February 2020.
Numerous expressions of solidarity, commonality of experience, and other overlapped
themes from the sociolinguistic interviews discussed in Chapter 4 emerged from nearly all the
channels—as well as a host of other commentary that answered many of the questions I posed in
the individual interviews. This chapter is categorized thematically and videos that address each
theme are analyzed within each section. These themes are: construction of racial and
ethnolinguistic identity, Second Language Acquisition as it relates to both Anglophones learning
41

A YouTuber, also known as a YouTube content creator, is a type of videographer who produces videos for a
personal channel on the video-sharing website YouTube. Some YouTube personalities have corporate sponsors who
pay for product placement in their clips or production of online ads. Wikipedia
42
DCOE is a systematic observation of online activities and online actors, which was developed as a complement to
the linguistic analysis of log data (Androutsopoulos 2008). Also called "virtual ethnography" (Hine, 2000), "network
ethnography" (Howard, 2002), "netnography" (Kozinets, 2002), "cyberethnography" (Domínguez et al., 2007) and
"webnography" (Puri, 2007) all these terms indicate researchers' attempts at transferring principles and techniques of
ethnography to settings of computer-mediated communication on the Internet.
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Spanish, as well as Hispanophones learning English, reactions from others, and the contentious
debate on inauthenticity vis-à-vis raciolinguistics, that is, the intentional, anti-Black
misrepresentation of Hispanic/Latinx ethnicity by Afro-Americanos.
These YouTube channels43 were especially valuable for several reasons. Firstly, I was be
able to observe individuals who have put considerable thought and reflection into themselves and
their identities, making these individuals ripe for sociolinguistic research. Secondly, I was able to
evaluate the comment sections of these videos in order to examine the subscribers44 who are in
the network45, that is, followers’ of these YouTubers who frequent the channels and share their
ideologies in the comment section vis-à-vis Afro-Americanismo. The following section details an
analysis of how online Afro-Americanos position themselves as agentive beings in the
construction of their racial and ethnolinguistic identity. Table 5.1 catalogues the specific videos
that were examined for this chapter, alphabetized by the name of the channel (For a full list of
biographical data on each channel see table 3.3). Note that the # of views varies drastically as
does the number of comments.

Table 5.1 YouTube videos analyzed in Chapter 5
Channel

Name of video

url link

Date
video
uploaded

# of views

# of
comments

American Boy

Como hablan los dominicanos

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hxo0FaOsSM&list=PLPB2SEHNN6l3CAhKL2Q
U1qsB3AcIixa4S&index=3

5/18/19

329,045

3,494

American Boy

AFRO LATINO: ¿Qué significa ser
Afro Latino?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JrXQZe_P
cq8&list=PLPB2SEHNN6l3CAhKL2QU1qsB
3AcIixa4S&index=5

3/12/18

44,040

1,094

Bilingüe Blogs

Black guy speaking Spanish really
well | Americano hablando muy bien
el español

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mSVCEpt
wgok

2/2/17

143,544

1,523

43

‘Channel’ is the term for a personal space on YouTube where people design a webpage and upload their videos.
When one ‘subscribes’ to a channel, one can check a box in the subscription form that allows YouTube to send
email notifications each time the user uploads a new video.
45
One’s ‘network’ is the sum of all one’s subscribers.
44
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Bilingüe Blogs

I need to make content for black
people since I'm African American?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dwqSstZZ
qlc

1/23/19

2,516

138

Bilingüe Blogs

How Native Spanish Speakers Act
When They Find Out That You
Speak Spanish Too

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gnCF5vsA
HkU

12/18/19

225,599

2,170

El Andaluz
Learning

El Andaluz Learning Promo Reel 1

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCdFZi69J
WpNU190ujjFaPFg

12/15/18

315

0

Black and Speaking Spanish Part 2:
Rejection From Hispanic and Black
Community
The truth about being a black girl
that speaks Spanish!”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=208rJYhO
Vuc

4/24/19

525

2

Giamo Jackson
Carter
ItzYaFav.
Malaysia

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3vyzMUo
gg2Q&t=30s

7/3/19

3,629

53

SheLearns
Life

A Language Learning Tip For
Spanish Learners

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ezu6ogL_
T-Y

12/2/17

193

6

SheLearns
Life

Black Girl Speaking Spanish
(English subtitles),

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nFFaXaA80E&t=69s

8/14/16

8,259

77

Siempre Ambie
TV

He said I don’t look bilingual

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KmBr7eG
Yh00

6/24/17

12,900

259

Siempre Ambie
TV

Nicaraguan En Puerto Rico |
Entrevista | Afro-Latino (English
Subtitles)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iz15959jd
pA&t=108s

12/22/18

11,457

223

The Andrew
Shulz

Afro-Latinas say identifying as
Latino is anti-Black-The Brilliant
Idiots

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8LgwBb2l
7dU

3/30/16

422,767

6,299

TinaLearns
Spanish

¿Qué es un Afro Gringo?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ijnsTX7g
who

7/22/19

180

3

5.1
Constructing a transracial ethnolinguistic identity while, “Not trying to be
something I’m not.”
Bilingüe Blogs is unquestionably the most massive and comprehensive YouTube channel
in which an African American is centralized as a Spanish language resource. Ricky, the creator,
mentions that he has lived in Miami for over a year now after moving from Springfield, Illinois.
He appears in every video and has chosen a multi-dimensional logo that displays the flags of
Puerto Rico, Mexico, The Dominican Republic, Colombia, and The United States. While he does
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discuss identity issues frequently, the focus of his channel is teaching, and I will discuss much of
his work on SLA in the next section. Ricky has amassed over 36,000 subscribers in the three
years since the channel’s inception, and posts approximately 2-4 videos per month. The average
length of one of the videos in his extensive collection of over 206 separate uploads is about 12
minutes. In the ‘About’ blurb, which is presented in both English and Spanish, Ricky gives a
clear description of his identity as an individual, the key components that have shaped its
construction, and his intentions for Bilingüe Blogs:

Excerpt 1
Content creator with the mission of helping and inspiring others to break the language
barriers. I’m 100% American, but my heart is Latin. The countries that have influenced
me the most are Mexico, Colombia, Puerto Rico, and the USA, but the Dominican
Republic is the one that has stolen my heart. This channel is for all of those who want to
become fluent in a language; English and Spanish in particular. If you like any of my
videos, please share them on your social medias.

This description is noteworthy for several reasons. First, it gives the viewer insight into
the creator’s ideologies surrounding his repertoire of identities. His assertion that the Dominican
Republic has stolen his heart echoes a central theme that emerged from the interview data in
Chapter 4—that falling in love with a place or a culture can be a catalyst for a complete
transformational experience of one’s ethnolinguistic identity. Ricky is the embodiment of
transracialization, that is, he experienced an inner emotional shift that he then expressed
outwardly through language. These kinds of emotional shifts deconstruct and background one’s
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perceived racial identity by foregrounding one’s blended ethnolinguistic identities. Secondly, the
clear mission of, “helping and inspiring others to break the language barriers,” indicates that
Ricky has an understanding of how language can sometimes be used as a sociolinguistic tool.
Instead of bringing together ‘separate groups of people traditionally thought of as different,’
language often ends up creating (often racially embodied) borders (Mendoza-Denton 1999).
Ricky’s experiences completely align with Anya’s raciolinguistic-based conclusions that
language shapes our ideas about race Anya (2011) and Blake’s (2016) assertions that when
children are heard in New York asking each other ‘Are you Black or Hispanic?’ it is a language
question, not one of race. If one is phenotypically Black and Hispanic, (i.e. a dark-skinned
Dominican) then one is somehow not just Black and consequently not African American. In
other words, one New Yorker asking another the question of whether one is Black or Hispanic
has less to do with skin color and is relatively synonymous with: Do you speak Spanish and/or is
at least one of your parents from a Spanish speaking nation? (Blake 2016). As Ricky is a
Spanish-speaking Black man who is not Hispanic, he jumbles the previous notion that assume
one can separate groups on ethnic, racial, or linguistic grounds and instead forces us to see them
together. Understanding this dismantling of the racially embodied borders that language has
created is at the heart of transracialization studies. The following analysis details how Ricky
confidently embodies the transracialized ethnolinguistic identity of Afro-Americano.
Ricky posted the title of the video, “Black guy speaking Spanish really well | Americano
hablando muy bien el español,” in both English and in Spanish, although he exclusively speaks
in Spanish during this video. The title is unique in that he doesn’t translate the English directly
into Spanish, but rather allows, ‘Black guy,’ and ‘Americano,’ to stand in an asymmetrical
translation—neither term is compatible with the other in either language. This sheds some light
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into how he sees himself on the one hand as racialized within U.S. Anglophone society, and on
the other, reduced to his country of origin in the context of the Hispanophone world (even
though Ricky expresses his dislike of the term ‘Americano’ due to its lack of specificity later on
in the video). Sitting alone in his kitchen, Ricky wears a collared shirt buttoned all the way up
and a baseball hat with the word bachatero46. See Figure 5.1 below:

Figure 5.1 Black guy speaking Spanish really well
Ricky welcomes his subscribers back to the channel for another video with the
expression, ‘¿Qué lo qué?’ which is a Dominican colloquialism that means something akin to,
‘what’s up?’ or ‘what’s going on?’ The hat and the choice of words bring Ricky’s ethnolinguistic
identity into focus with a Caribbean-Dominican bend—while his phenotype adds the visual
marker of Blackness, a ubiquitous characteristic among Dominicans. Hispaniola, the island that
46

A male singer of the musical genre of Bachata, a style that originated in the Dominican Republic.
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The Dominican Republic shares with Haiti, is the cradle of Blackness in the Americas as it
received the first Africans ever to arrive on the western hemisphere. It inaugurated both the
colonial plantation and New World African slave trade, the twin institutions that gave Blackness
its modern significance (Torres-Saillant 2010). Today, Blackness can be found anywhere on the
island, as it is ubiquitous; (Black) Afro-Dominicans account for 40% of the country's population,
while the remaining majority of Dominicans are multiracial (45%), conspicuous vestiges of the
Spain’s Atlantic slave trade from the 16th through the 19th century in the region (Torres-Saillant
1998). This historical context is important because Ricky’s transracialization is built on the
strength of the components in his repertoire. The history allows him to use his Blackness to a
significant advantage, that is, speaking a Dominican variety of Spanish seems authentic even
though he was not born nor raised there because he ‘looks the part.’
His statements at 0:54 of the video echo the respondents’ ideologies in Chapter 4 as to
how African-Americans in this study do not intend to pass as Latinx/Hispanic, but rather utilize
Spanish to expand their repertoire of ethnolinguistic identity to include Latinx/Hispanic. Ricky
tells the story of how two Spanish-speakers asked him if he was Dominican, and how he
confidently asserted that he wasn’t.

Excerpt 2
Yo le dije que no, porque no lo soy. Yo soy 100% Afro-Americano. Mis padres son de los
estados unidos. Mis abuelos son de los estados unidos.47

47

I told him I wasn’t, because I’m not (Dominican). I’m 100% African-American. My parents are from The United
States. My grandparents are from The United States.
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Ricky makes it clear in the excerpt above that there is no Latinx/Hispanic ancestry in his family.
He then goes into an oration that positions his original ethnicity as a technicality—an irrelevant
fact with no real bearing on the man he has become, and outlines the particulars of how he
constructed his identity. Ricky recounts how he stopped watching television and reading in
English in order to replace these habits with consuming only Spanish media. Ricky is also a
musician—he sings and dances Bachata. In the video description (see Figure 5.1) he writes,
“Here is a sample of what you will be able to do after I’m finished with you.” This video is like a
testimonial for his network, showing the audience an example of what a person can become if
they dedicate themselves to all aspects of the culture instead of just focusing on fluency.
Ricky’s language channel and his identity have provided a source of income that is rooted
in the ideology of transracialization. In the video, “I need to make content for black people since
I'm African American?,” Ricky gives a substantial bilingual (English/Spanish) response to some
of his critics which I will discuss in a later section of this chapter called Reactions from Others.
However, as he does market his artistry on t-shirts that are available for sale on his personal
website, the content of these shirts gives deeper insight into how Ricky interprets the
embodiment of a transracialized ethnolinguistic identity. His statements at 2:07 indicate that he
disassociates the ‘heart’ from the rest of the body:

Excerpt 3
Even with my shirts, when I put on, ‘Americano con el Corazón…48’ blah blah blah from
whatever Spanish speaking country….I have to think about who my crowd is, who am I
selling to, who am I wanting to buy these shirts? And that is people who are trying to be

48

American with the heart of …
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bilingual, people who are passionate about another Latin culture. That is what Bilingüe
Blogs is all about.

Ricky has identified a clear market for his product, and capitalizes on his ability to illicit
solidarity with other non Latinx/Hispanic Spanish speakers whom he feels are willing to pay for
the validation they receive when being understood authentically. There is no way to objectively
see how many t-shirts he has sold, however, his t-shirt line expresses the sentiment that AfricanAmericans who learn Spanish stand to ‘have more for themselves.’ In this case the ‘more’ is an
opportunity to become an entrepreneur and sell products to uplift both himself and people who
are like him.
In Excerpt 3, there is a clear parallel between how Ricky is deriving his motivation to
learn Spanish, and the equation that I outlined in Chapter 4 which predicts the possibility of
transracialization in African-Americans. That equation was: Interest in a person/people of a
particular Hispanic culture + positive attitude of speakers toward the language contact +
motivation to redefine their own social identity = favorable conditions for an AfricanAmerican to transracialize into an Afro-Americano. Ricky’s way of expressing this equation
is by saying that one can be Dominican, Puerto Rican, or Cuban in spiritual terms, that is, in
one’s heart. He posits that passion, respect, and dedication are the components that really matter
in building an authentic transraced, ethnolinguistic identity as a human being, even if one was
not born in these countries. His series of videos on, “How to speak like…,” reflects these beliefs:
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Figure 5.2 How to speak like (Spanish Accent Videos)
Ricky’s decision to teach his subscribers about how different Hispanic countries produce
Spanish varieties is rooted in his own experience (as he makes clear in the blurb that describes
this part of Bilingüe Blogs). What is interesting about the seven videos is that, with the exception
of Spain, each demonym chosen represents a significant population of African ancestry. Judging
from his choices, when Ricky says, ‘Americano con el Corazón (insert Hispanic demonym)’ he
implicitly claims that Blackness is an integral part of the spirit of who a person is, especially visà-vis transracialization. There is only one video (How to Speak like a Spaniard) in the ‘How to
speak like…’ section that profiles a Spanish variety spoken primarily by a predominantly
European or White country. Notably, a number of South American countries are absent such as
Argentina and Uruguay (92% and 85% White respectively) (Ribando 2007).
Until recently, most Latin American countries did not collect official statistics on
ethnicity or race, especially from populations with African origins. However, a recent push for
official recognition of minority groups throughout Latin America has resulted in most countries
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collecting race and ethnicity data on their national censuses. In 2015, for the first time ever,
Mexico allowed people to identify as black or Afro-Mexican through a new question in its middecade survey. About 1.4 million Mexicans (or 1.2% of the population) self-identified as black
or of African descent based on their culture, history or customs, according to Mexico’s chief
statistical agency (Pew Research Center 2015). Figure 5.3 details these statistics:

Figure 5.3 Afro-Descendants in Latin America
Afro-Latinos make up significant shares of the population in some corners of Latin
America. In the Caribbean, Black Cubans make up about a third of that country’s population. In
the Dominican Republic, black identity is much more complicated. Estimates of Afro-descent in
the Dominican Republic range from about a quarter to nearly 90% of the population depending
on whether the estimates include those who identify as “Indio,” a group that includes many
nonwhites and mixed-race individuals with African ancestry. The countries on Ricky’s list:
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Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, Cuba, Mexico, Colombia, and Panama are all heavily
correlated with Blackness—all place in the top 10 countries with the most Afro-Latinos (Pew
Research Center 2015).
Ricky is far from the only one who embraces an Afro-Americano identity on YouTube.
Tina is the creator of the channel “Tina Learns Spanish,” and refers to herself as Afro-Gringa.
The term ‘gringo49’ has an ample and complicated history. There are several (false) folk
etymologies that purport to derive the origin of the word ‘gringo.’ One such theory is that the
word came into being during the Mexican–American War (1846–1848), as a result of locals
yelling "Green, go!" at invading American soldiers—in reference to the green coats of a
Kentucky regiment stationed in Mexico during the war. Despite the popular folklore however,
the etymology of gringo from ‘griego’ meaning "Greek" had already circulated in Spanishlanguage dictionaries for a century, well before the Mexican-American War. In a 1787
dictionary, El Diccionario Castellano, Esteban de Terreros explained: "Foreigners in Malaga are
called gringos, who have particular kinds of accent that deprive them from easy and natural
Castilian speech, and in Madrid the name is given especially to the Irish for the same reason"
(Terreros 1787). Irish soldiers joined the Spanish army in the sixteenth through eighteenth
centuries, so Spaniards would have been confused by their way of speaking. The use of Greek as
a stand-in for an unintelligible "foreigner talk" is something familiar to English speakers as well,
as in the expression "It's all Greek to me." Languages like English and Spanish likely picked on
Greek because of monastic scribes of the medieval era who had difficulty transcribing Greek bits
of Latin manuscripts. With ‘griego’ mutating into the variant form ‘gringo’ in Spanish, the
original resonance with Greek was likely lost, but the epithet's use in Latin America serves as a

49

A ‘gringo’ is someone considered a foreigner from the perspective of Spanish -speaking countries in Latin
America.
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reminder of how contact across a linguistic divide is often fraught with tension (Visual thesaurus
2015).
A polysemic term in contemporary Latin-American parlance, the ‘gringo’ referent
usually includes Canadians, Australians, Europeans, mostly White, Christian, English speakers
who come from somewhere else with some money to spend. The position or perspective of those
who use or experience the word, however, can be nuanced and subtle (Ronan 1964). Tina is an
African-American woman who uses the word on herself as, among other things, a type of
admission that she is not Latina. Figure 5.4 shows the artwork for her limited-series, two-episode
podcast, Dos Afro Gringos, which she co-hosts with her brother León. It depicts a woman of
African ancestry donning a full, natural, afro hairstyle with a blue pick.50 Underneath the image
appears both Tina’s and León’s Instagram addresses which appear to be one linked account with
similar posts.

50

A ‘pick’ is a specific type of comb used in the care of African-American hair.
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Figure 5.4 Dos Afro Gringos Podcast
From listening to the podcasts, it is clear that ‘Afro-Gringo,’ and, ‘Afro-Americano,’ are
compatible terms that describe the same set of individuals—with the former being from a LatinAmerican perspective looking toward the U.S. and the latter as a U.S. perspective approximating
towards Latin-Americans and their culture. In the first topic of the podcast, ¿Qué es un Afro
Gringo?, Tina and León define the term ‘Afro-Gringo’ at 00:21 to mean:

Excerpt 4
Un estadounidense que es influido por la cultura latina—por la republica dominicana,
por ejemplo si tienes amigos en donde te creciste. Es una persona afro descendiente que

160

se crió en los estados unidos, que son los hijos, nietos, de los esclavos de los tiempos
pasados de los estados unidos.51

Afro-Americanismo and Dominican culture appear together again here as Tina and León
detail how they construct their ethnolinguistic identities. The two are linked in the minds of the
respondents and Youtubers at much higher frequency than with any other Hispanic ethnic group.
Even though an estimated 2.1 million Dominicans live in the United States (this includes
immigrants from the Dominican Republic and those who trace their family ancestry to the
Dominican Republic), they are only the fifth largest Hispanic group in the country (NoeBustamante, Flores & Shah 2017). The recurring mention of the culture and people of the
Dominican Republic as the access point to Afro-Americanismo in this study is a co-occurring
pattern. The reason for this seems to address the hypothesis that this project set out to examine
from the outset: Afro-Americanismo is built on the relationship between Blackness and Spanish,
and nowhere in the West has that relationship been as established and as reified than in the
Dominican Republic. Tina reveals more of how her ethnolinguistic identity is constructed as well
as the limitations she places upon herself when she discusses her relationship to Dominicanness
at 9:03 and 14:49:

Excerpt 5
…Yo conocí a mi esposo. El es de la republica dominicana y él habla español. Hablamos
español mucho en la casa…Yo no estoy tratando de sonar como una dominicana, pero,

51

A person from the United States that is influences by Latin culture—by the Dominican Republic for example if
you have friends from where you grew up. It is a person of African descent that was raised in the U.S., that are the
children and grandchildren of the slaves of the history of the United States.
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como yo vivo con un hombre muy dominicano yo no puedo evitar esa influencia que él
tiene sobre mi…naturalmente yo voy a coger un poco de eso.52

In the excerpt above it is clear that Tina enjoys a closeness to Dominican culture and its
people, and that she views the subsequent effects of that proximity as ‘naturally’ inevitable. Her
opinion about her husband being ‘very’ Dominican is based upon his level of linguistic
adherence to popular representations of Dominican Spanish. Tina’s husband has shaped her
variety of Spanish to such a degree that her pronunciation has acquired a Caribbean flare and
many of the words she uses index this influence. As an example of how Dominican Spanish has
shaped Tina’s ethnolinguistic identity, the next excerpt (15:50) presented discusses crosslinguistic differences in the meaning of the word ‘coger’:

Excerpt 6
En el Caribe, o específicamente en la republica dominicana, ‘coger,’ es como, ‘agarrar.’
Si tu va_ pa’lla, al Caribe, al país, y tu dice_, ‘yo voy a coger ese avión,’ es decir, ‘yo
voy a agarrar al avión.’53

This excerpt reveals a few things about Tina’s ethnolinguistic identity construction. This
part of the conversation began with Leon’s confusion about the way Tina was using the term,
followed by a boisterous exchange that highlighted the more pejorative shades of meaning the
word ‘coger’ takes on in Mexico. Tina’s unknowing of how the word ‘coger,’ means ‘to fuck’ in
52

I met my husband. He is from the Dominican Republic and he speaks Spanish. We speak Spanish a lot at home. I
am not trying to sound like a Dominican (woman), but because I live with a very Dominican man I cannot avoid that
influence that he has on me. I’m naturally going to get a little bit of that.
53
In the Caribbean, or specifically in the Dominican Republic, ‘coger,’ is like ‘to get.’ If you go over there, to the
Caribbean, to the country, and you say, ‘I’m going to ‘coger’ that plane, it means, ‘I’m going to catch that plane.’
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Mexican Spanish further characterizes her path toward fluency was geared toward a specific
variety. The excerpt also demonstrates that her repertoire of identities is still growing to
encompass more diverse Spanish lexicon.
Furthermore, Tina pronounces the morphemic /s/ (2nd person verbal marker and plural
marker) at the end of verbs and nouns very infrequently. Few variable speech phenomena have
received as much attention as coda /s/ weakening in Spanish. The /s/ is described in Dominican
Spanish as being either fully articulated as [-s], reduced to aspiration as [-h], or deleted
completely (Erker 2010). This particular characteristic is part of a much larger set of traits that
exist in both Latin-American Spanish and Brazilian Portuguese. Coda consonants are nearly or
entirely absent in most of the languages spoken by Afro Latinos in the Caribbean and Brazil.
This is a result of linguistic contact between the West African languages of slaves and the
western European languages of colonizers. The vast majority of people taken by the slave trade
to the Americas spoke languages of the Niger-Congo family. These are; Yoruba, Igbo, Ewe,
Kimbundu, Umbundu, Kikongo, etc. Crucially, the phonological similarity of these African
source languages is the only input factor common to the founding populations of both Caribbean
Spanish and Brazilian Portuguese. Reduction of all coda consonants would be expected in a
population undergoing shift from Niger-Congo languages to Spanish and Portuguese. Hence the
‘foreign accent’ imposed by Africans on the varieties of Spanish or Portuguese they acquired in
the Americas would surely have omitted or weakened coda consonants. Insofar as this served as
the model for their children and subsequent generations, it is likely to have been a significantly
greater contributor to coda weakening in Luso-Hispanic America than Andalusian Spanish or
other European sources (Guy 2017). In Tina’s speech, one can note the omission of the second
singular morpheme /s/ in [va] vs. /vas/ and again in the second person conjugation of [dise] vs.
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/dices/, both typical in speakers of the Afro-inspired variety of vernacular Dominican Spanish. In
the next section I will discuss evidence that suggests the networked multilingualism of AfroAmericano identity on social media contributes significantly to relationship building.

5.2 Establishing Relationships: community building through networked multilingualism
on social media_____________________________________________________________
This section analyzes several examples of how networks of Black multilingual speakers
of Spanish and English on social media form different types of relationships. In the comment
section of Ricky’s video, “Black guy speaking Spanish really well | Americano hablando muy
bien el español,” a contribution appeared on February 18, 2020 by Tamika Ventez that directly
speaks to this theme:

Figure 5.5 Tamika Ventez’s comments
Tamika, who has a private YouTube page unavailable for public viewing, effectively sets
up the premise of the claims I make in this section by sharing her experience. The lines, “…a guy
in your comment section,” and, “I met him because of your channel,” are crucial to the
underpinnings of my claim that Afro-Americanos use online networks to build relationships (both
romantic and platonic) with people who compliment their transracial identities. Tamika ends her
comment with a Black fist emoji, a symbol of Black power and solidarity within the Black
community that visually reflects her sentiments.
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Ricky’s response to Tamika on YouTube is a playful suggestion that he should perhaps
parlay Bilingüe Blogs into a dating service app to continue to link people around the world who
identify as Afro-Americano and Afro-Latino. When Ricky says, “Que Dios bendiga su
relación,”54 he indicates a spiritual perspective on the connections being made through his
channel. He considers these relationships divine gifts worthy of asking God to bless. I followed
Ricky over his multiple platforms to search for other evidence to support my theory on
networked multilingualism and relationships. Figure 5.6 below is the Instagram post he made
about Tamika’s comment on his YouTube channel. I’ve decided to include it because Ricky goes
into considerably more depth here than on his YouTube response.

Figure 5.6 Ricky’s response to Tamika Ventez

54

May God bless your relationship.
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Here, Ricky reveals (in English and Spanish) that it was indeed one of his intentions to foster
relationship building among Black Spanish-speaking people when he set up Bilingüe Blogs. The
next sentence speaks to the very hypothesis this project sets out to prove: that Black people who
learn Spanish break language barriers that, in turn, can provide a plethora of experiences that
shape and expand ethnolinguistic identity in various ways. His comments echo the sentiments
from respondents in Chapter 4 who consistently spoke of wanting ‘more for themselves’ (i.e.
seeing everything that the world has to offer, becoming financially successful, and meeting new
and interesting people different types of relationships).
Another aspect of relationship building through networked multilingualism is the
connections subscribers make with other YouTube channels that resonate with similar content—
thereby expanding the networks that Black Spanish-speakers (i.e. Afro-Americanos and AfroLatinos) use to find each other. Ricky’s Bilingüe Blogs video entitled, “I need to make content
for black people since I'm African American?” is like a hub for people in the network, out of
which many of these interlocking connections are made. In Figure 5.7, a user by the name of
Aros De Humo55 leaves a comment and a link on the video:

Figure 5.7 Aros De Humo’s comments
Without a proper photo, I am making the assumption that this user is a Black Spanishspeaker for a few reasons. First, the username, Aros De Humo, and the mix of English and
Spanish (i.e. “black topics en español”) connote linguistic versatility. Thirdly, the user is not
only on a channel that caters to Black Spanish-speakers, but is familiar with other channels of the
55

Rings of smoke.
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same theme. He recommends Ondoification, a Black Spanish man who comments on racial
issues throughout world. Lastly, there is a Black thumbs-up emoji that digitally signifies
approval given on behalf of a Black person. Robertson et al. (2018) presented the first
quantitative study on the usage of skin tone-modifiable emojis on Twitter. Users of color take
advantage of emoji skin tone modifiers to represent an important aspect of their identity, and do
so differentially depending on their own skin tone: compared to light-skinned users (the majority
on Twitter), a higher proportion of dark-skinned users in North America use skin tone emojis,
and they use them more frequently than dark-skinned users in the regions of South America,
Europe, Asia and Africa. There is currently no data on why this is, but one theory the authors
seek to pursue is that the reason may lie in the relationship between a user’s majority/minority
status within their real-life community (i.e., their geographic region). The comment has been
liked at least once, which means someone who frequents Bilingüe Blogs appreciated the
contribution.
Most subscribers who comment on Ricky’s Bilingüe Blogs video, “I need to make
content for black people since I'm African American?,” come in support of what he is doing—
which becomes the catalyst for a lot of the networking that takes place between users.
Onomatopoeia is one such user whose encouragement of Bilingüe Blogs results in the
amplification of the Afro-Americano network on YouTube. In her original remarks, she praises
Ricky for being an inspiration that can demonstrate the fullness of the goal she is trying to
realize:
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Figure 5.8 Onomatopoeia’s comments
The first pertinent observation about Onomatopoeia’s comments is that she is using
language learning as an escape. She doesn’t go into why she feels this way or what it is she is
trying to escape from. It is relevant, however, as one of the intentions of this project is to get at
the motivations that drive African-Americans into Second Language Learning. Of all the
respondents who were interviewed and discussed in Chapter 4, many spoke of ‘having more’ for
themselves, the desire to be educated, and the willingness to learn about and adapt to a different
and exciting culture. This is the first time in the research that a person expressed an aim of
departing from some unpleasant and/or underwhelming life circumstance.
The second observation I make is the commonplace reference to Dominican Spanish and
the desire to incorporate elements of this variety into one’s linguistic repertoire. Ricky’s
admiration for Dominican Spanish must resonate deeply with Onomatopoeia—they both believe
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it would be valuable to address the similarities between Dominican slang and Black American
slang. This particular interest expressed by the YouTubers above works to substantiate the claim
made by this project that language is being used to breakdown borders between these two ethnic
groups. As the border was once linguistic in nature, the continued crossing of it via AfricanAmerican multilingualism deconstructs this border—with the Blackness of the speakers on both
sides acting as the entry point that makes this deconstruction possible.
With her comments, Onomatopoeia provides the springboard for expanding the
networked multilingualism of Afro-Americanos on this social media platform. El Andaluz
Learning takes the opportunity to suggest his own channel to subscribers of Bilingüe Blogs like
Naturally Danni, Nakesha Brown, and TheSpanishLEO—who have all resonated with
Onomatopoeia’s commentary. El Andaluz Learning refers to himself as ‘Black guy who
mastered Spanish,’ which leads me to believe he is a Black non Hispanic/Latinx individual. The
channel has 27 videos with 451 subscribers, and on the home page there is a video entitled, “El
Andaluz Learning Promo Reel 1”:
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Figure 5.9 El Andaluz Learning Promo Reel
A young woman introduces the theme slogan of the channel: Conectando culturas a
traves del lenguaje, creando solidaridad.56 This slogan is particularly poignant because it
indexes the solidarity that transracialization can bring about as a result of Black Hispanophonia.
The highlight reel presents clips of different videos that appear across the channel and transmits
a sentiment similar to what has been seen from both interviewees and YouTubers. El Andaluz
Learning appears in front of a Dominican Flag singing/rapping in a variety and style of Spanish
exclusively associated to Dominicans. The musical accompaniment is instrumental Bachata. The
combination of the flag, the variety of Spanish, the Bachata music, and his Blackness all work

56

Connecting cultures through language, creating solidarity.
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together to transracialize this gentleman from a Black American to an Afro-Americano—and in
so doing indexes, quite consciously, a Dominican Identity.
ItzYaFav.Malaysia also has a video that connects Afro-Americanos on social media.
Entitled, “The truth about being a black girl that speaks Spanish!,” her video discusses some of
the challenges she experiences in society as a result of her positioning as a bilingual AfricanAmerican female. YouTuber KHAY.DE. TV (a channel formerly known as SOYDEREK TV)
makes a comment that elicits a reply from the OP57:

57

Original poster
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Figure 5.10 ItzYaFav.Malaysia
This interaction highlights the power of social media to bring together individuals who
may feel isolated due to the way they have chosen to identify themselves both racially and
ethnolinguistically. The OP and the commenter connect over some of the challenges of being a
Black Spanish speaker that are centered on reactions from others. The ‘truth’ about the situation,
says Malaysia, is that there has been considerable pushback from people which has made her
ethnolinguistic journey difficult. KHAY.DE. TV takes this video as an opportunity to express
how he has been searching for others like himself and exudes gratitude for the inspiration he
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gleans as a result of someone reflecting back his own identity. KHAY.DE. TV then promotes
his own bilingual channels on Instagram and YouTube to strengthen the network of multilingual
African-Americans on social media.
Examining the nuances of the connections exhibited in Figure 5.10, and how they are made
across YouTube is at the heart of what Herring & Androutsopoulos (2015) call Computer
Mediated Discourse (CMD). In CMD, meaning is constituted and negotiated almost entirely
through video and written response discourse. Pragmatic meanings are conveyed through words,
utterances, emoticons (e.g. Black fists), genre conventions, performativity, and intertextuality in
textual CMD. For example, in the excerpt above the choice, frequency, and/or distribution of
words <I love ittt!> —with its repetition of the letter ‘t’ can indicate what a segment of
discourse is about (topicality), as well as communicators’ attitudes and affective states (Herring
& Androutsopoulos 2015). Darics’ (2013) study focused on the interactional functions of nonstandard spelling, in particular letter repetition, used in text-based computer-mediated
communication as a means of non-verbal signaling. The range of interactional functions letter
repetition can achieve range from the infusing of socio-emotional information into writing, to the
evoking of auditory cues, and the display of informality through using a relaxed writing style
(Darics 2013). It is clear from this interaction that ItzYaFav.Malaysia used repetitive
exclamation points to signal that she is overjoyed and excited to be influencing and connecting
with so many people through posting her experiences as an Afro-Americana.
Many of the connections I analyze in this chapter were found by following YouTubers
who have formed relationships with other Afro-Americanos by commenting on their videos.
Sometimes, the connections between these users are less than harmonic and supportive. Several
connecting threads made through these channels take the form of spats, misunderstandings and
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disagreements. One Afro-Americana YouTuber in the network, SheLearnsLife, appears in the
comment section of Ricky’s, “I need to make content for black people since I’m African
American??” and starts a debate on acceptable protocol for criticizing African-American
YouTube channels:

Figure 5.11 Education debate on race
The OP is making a reference to the subject matter of the video: a response to the haters
that bully Ricky about wanting to be Dominican. He ponders whether or not these people know
know about Equatorial Guinea, a West African country in which Spanish is predominant. The
country is comprised of several ethnic groups; Bubi, Yoruba, Igbo, Seke, and the Fang people.
The Fang is the largest group and account for 57% of the population. Each ethnic group speaks
its own language; among the most prominent of these languages are Fang and Bubi. The official
languages of the country, however, are Spanish and French. Spanish is taught in schools, used by
the press, and is the primary means of communication. As a result of Equatorial Guinea’s closer
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economic association with Francophone countries that began in 1983, French became a
compulsory subject in schools in 1988 and an official language in 1997 (Harrison-Church &
Pélissier 2019).
A woman named Chrystal suggests the people in question are uneducated on the facts related to
Equatorial Guinea, and later blames the U.S. educational system for their ignorance.
SheLearnsLife calls Chrystal out for what she perceives to be an affront and lack of respect
toward African-Americans. Chrystal’s response to being called out for this is layered and reveals
a lot about her ideologies regarding the role of race and racialization in this particular context.
She views Ricky’s channel first and foremost as a linguistic resource for Spanish learners and
not as a racialized online space. Chrystal goes on to clarify that Blackness as a race is ethnically
diverse and malleable—as “we,” she says, “come from all over the world.” I believe the thrust of
the misunderstanding is that some view ‘African-American’ as an umbrella term for any Black
American in the United States because their origin, regardless of the intermediary origin, is
ultimately African. Paradoxically, others view the term ‘Black’ as the appropriate umbrella term
under which all Black ethnic groups (i.e. African-American, Jamaican, Dominican, Haitian etc.)
can be logically contemplated. When languages are thrown into the mix, ethnolinguistic
identities become even more nuanced, as Blackness is represented and re-represented across
different ethnicities—sometimes by the same (Black) person. This is transracialization. The
following section details an analysis of how transracialized Afro-Americanos, like
SheLearnsLife, position themselves as internet pedagogues of Spanish Second Language
Acquisition (SLA) online.

175

5.3

Second Language Acquisition: teaching and learning__________________________
The YouTubers in this section demonstrate near-native fluency which they use to position

themselves as models for successful second language acquisition. The central theme that appears
through most of the videos in which African-Americans appear speaking Spanish is how to
follow in their footsteps. To this end, different YouTubers use a variety of approaches. Some are
strictly grammatical in nature, while others focus more on traveling, culture, and the practical
uses of Spanish in everyday life. SheLearnsLife is a channel dedicated to intellectual discussions
about topics reflective of this pedogocial motive—with an African-American motif. In the
‘About’ tab of her channel, the OP gives an accurate description of what her channel has to offer:

Excerpt 7
Learning languages is a passion of mine. I also enjoy discussing several topics,
regarding race, gender and TV shows. I sing from time to time too. Check out my playlist
which has videos of me speaking Spanish, Arabic, and Swahili as well as educational
videos on Black and African history.

SheLearnsLife’s channel is vast and her ability to give concise commentary on issues
relevant to the Black community in the U.S. and abroad (i.e. Black American culture, dreaming
in languages, leaders of slave rebellions, lessons on the African Diaspora, African attire etc.) is
thoughtful with a positive outlook. Her linguistic skills are showcased as she speaks and sings in
all the languages she lists in her bio. In her video entitled, “A Language Learning Tip for
Spanish Learners,” the OP talks to a specific audience: intermediate speakers looking to progress
to a more advanced level.
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Figure 5.12 SheLearnsLife
In the video, one of the things she suggests is that learners try to expand their vocabulary
by way of accessing higher order English words. She advocates the use websites like,
linguee.com, that give a host of examples of how complex words with multiple meanings are
utilized in Spanish, instead of just narrowly defining the term as a regular Spanish dictionary
would:

Excerpt 8
If you type in words like, ‘politics,’ ‘government,’ ‘law,’ ‘tax,’ ‘bond’, ‘founder,’
‘pledge,’ ‘medicine,’ ‘activism,’ ‘oppression,’ ‘inhabitant,’ and type it into an online
Spanish dictionary like Spanishdictionary.com and lingue.com, you’ll get an abundance
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of advanced examples that are way more sophisticated than you usually speak and more
suited for an intellectual person. So write those sentences down, and try to use them
throughout the week and try to memorize them. I feel like your mindset will change
because when you look at upper level sentences because you can’t translate from English
to Spanish directly.

It is clear that the OP’s intentions are to elevate the fluency of the speakers that come to
her channel—and it is worth noting that her audience is primarily African-American. I surmise
this from the comment section. There are four posts underneath the video and, judging by the
profile pictures of the commenters, they all present as people of color through their profile
pictures:

Figure 5.13 SheLearnsLife subscribers
This significance of this detail echoes what Ricky said: “I have to think about who my
crowd is, who am I selling to, who am I wanting to buy these shirts?” SheLearnsLife has a much
smaller following that Ricky, but still seems to know about what types of content are a match to
the people that subscribe to her. The tips that she gives are specifically catered to those viewers
who are more than just admirers of Spanish, but rather have begun to deeply inculcate the habits
of learning a second language. The subject matter that is covered in her discussions is
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predominantly aimed at advancing Black consciousness, and so the combination of these two
aspects sets SheLearnsLife’s channel in a niche category among Afro-Americano pedagogues on
YouTube.
Out of all the Afro-Americano channels examined in this chapter, Ricky’s Bilingüe Blogs
has the most expansive and diverse collection of videos at 206—but it is not the most popular.
American Boy, run by a man who calls himself “Esteban,” has a far more prominent presence on
YouTube. Since March 24, 2016, American Boy has amassed 268,000 subscribers and several of
his 63 videos have exceeded one million views. The ‘About’ blurb, which is presented in both
English and Spanish and in third person, gives a clear description of his identity as an individual,
the key components that have shaped its construction, and his intentions for American Boy:

Excerpt 9
Esteban is motivated to help the largest group of people possible to become bilingual. He
encourages his audience to discover the world around us through investigating the
intersections between languages, music, travel, and world cultures, particularly Hispanic
and American cultures. The objective of this channel is to create more opportunities and
spaces to facilitate intercultural knowledge and communication.

The last sentence of the blurb is what deeply connects Esteban’s work to this project. The
intercultural knowledge that is promoted on the American Boy channel also takes into account
raciolinguistic ideologies that influence Spanish language acquisition. Esteban, who is AfroAmericano, reviews learning tips, his personal experiences as to how he learned Spanish fluently,
and examines several varieties of Spanish spoken through Latin America. The channel divides
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the 63 videos into playlists: Apredene inglés58, aprende español59, música, Puerto Rico, and La
República Dominicana.

Figure 5.14 Esteban’s RD playlist
Esteban’s playlist that is specifically dedicated to the Dominican Republic has garnered
over 760,000 views. Its presence on the American Boy channel shows a strong interest on behalf
of Esteban to outline ways in which Spanish learners can both familiarize themselves with and
utilize ‘Dominicanisms’ in their speech. Some of the lexicon he and his Dominican guest, Felix
Baez (who has his own YouTube channel all about the Dominican Republic), discuss include:
hacer coro60, estar en hoya61, and estar quillao62. Along with the playlist about Puerto Rican
Spanish, one can see that Esteban’s ethnolinguistic identity resonates deeply with Hispanic
groups that possess a high level of African ancestry. While discussing this theme in video 5,
‘Afro Latino: ¿Qué significa ser Afro Latino?’ (see Figure XX), Esteban reveals what he wants
his language learning audience to know:

58

Learn English
Learn Spanish
60
To be hanging out with friends in a group and having a good time.
61
To be broke (financially)
62
To be frustrated and angry.
59
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Excerpt 10
Aunque todos somos americanos, utilizamos estas frases ‘Afro Americano’ ‘Afro Latino’
‘Mexicano Americano’ y tal para mantener esa diversidad y mantener esas conexiones que
tenemos todos con nuestras raíces. Y con el término ‘Afro Latino’ en particular, es
importante usarlo para que todo el mundo reconozca que la diversidad de la comunidad
latina y la comunidad negra es mucha más amplia de lo que se ve en la televisión o en las
películas.63

Esteban explains that, at least from the perspective of raciolinguistics, Spanish as a language
intersects with multiple races and multi racial subjects—but only some of these intersections are
made visible by the media (see the discussion on Figure 5.28 about colorism on Spanishlanguage television networks). His work on YouTube amplifies the spectrum of racial diversity
that already exists among Hispanophones. To further the unity that Blackness encourages
between Latin and African-American cultures, Esteban presents a series of videos geared toward
Spanish speakers who come to his channel to learn English. The selection of musical artists that
he uses to teach English are all Black/African-Americans; Jay-Z, Kendrick Lamar, Travis Scott,
Migos, Nicki Minaj, Will Smith, and Gucci Mane (who is featured in video 15 not pictured in
Figure 5.15).

63

Even though we are all Americans, we use these phrases, ‘African-American,’ ‘Afro-Latino,’ ‘MexicanAmerican,’ and so and so forth to maintain that diversity and maintain those connections that we all have with our
roots. And with the term, ‘Afro-Latino,’ in particular, it is important to use it so that everybody recognizes that the
diversity of the Latino community and the Black community is much larger that what one sees on television or in
movies.
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Figure 5.15 Esteban’s learn English through music playlist
The two exceptions are: 1. Cardi B, who is an Afro Dominican rapper, and 2. Iggy
Azalea, who is a White Australian rapper. Iggy, who indexes a Black identity, has been accused
of cultural appropriation and criticized heavily by the Black media for years. Iggy makes use of
AAVE in her music, but not in other public speech. I will discuss why her presence on this list is
meaningful.
In a 2016 article, Jeff Guo of the Washington Post wrote,
The most remarkable thing about Azalea is the audiovisual gimmick: a towering
blonde spitting in unmistakably black tones. Hip-hop, of course, has long
transcended the African American community, and there is a path for White
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rappers to channel the music without drawing too many complaints of
appropriation. But dialect, the shapes of one’s vowels and the rhythms of one’s
speech, is a far more intimate marker of identity. Many critics found it offensive
that Azalea would appropriate an accent so clearly not hers (Guo 2016).
Iggy’s “blaccent” controversy attracted the attention of linguists Eberhardt and Freeman,
who listened to and analyzed Azalea’s entire discography. Their 2015 article, “First things first,
I’m the realest’: Linguistic appropriation, white privilege, and the hip-hop persona of Iggy
Azalea,” published in the Journal of Sociolinguistics, is a variationist analysis of copula absence
in her lyrics. The authors argue that the rapper’s songs reveal remarkable fluency in the sounds
and syntax of AAVE. Findings showed that her rates of one hallmark feature of AAVE (Ø
copula) are extremely high when compared to similar analyses of other rappers. Eberhardt and
Freeman concluded that her overzealous application of AAVE features in her music, in order to
create a specific linguistic style, enabled a success that rested ultimately on the appropriation of
African American language and culture, and the privilege that Whiteness affords (Eberhardt &
Freeman 2015).
For people of color, however, the rules on cultural appropriation are either bent or
completely broken. Black people from different ethnic groups who learn English and do not risk
the charge of linguistic appropriation that Iggy Azalea does, often treat AAVE as a logical entry
point into English because of the commonality of Blackness. I believe that (at least to some
degree) Esteban knows this, and exhibits this awareness by allowing Black Hispanics to engage
with English language learning through music that can connect within this shared cultural space.
The interrelation between Black identity constructions and English language learning has been
explored by Ibrahim (1999). His work studies a group of French-speaking immigrant and refugee
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continental African youths who attended an urban Franco-Ontarian high school in southwestern
Ontario, Canada. These students entered a social imaginary—a discursive space in which they
were already imagined, constructed, and thus treated as Blacks by hegemonic discourses and
groups. This imaginary is created by images of which the students identify with (Black
Americans), which in turn influences what and how they linguistically and culturally learn. They
learn Black stylized English, which they access in hip-hop culture and rap lyrical and linguistic
styles. The author’s critical ethnography shows that ESL is neither neutral nor without its
raciolinguistic politics (Ibrahim 1999).
This project is a mirror image—a sort of inversion of the works of Eberhardt & Freeman
(2015) and Ibrahim (1999). I argue that African-Americans transracialize, that is, learn varieties
of Spanish spoken by Black Hispanic ethnic groups in a way that overlays an ethnolinguistic
identity over the top of their existing constructions. The act of transracialization rests heavily on
the privilege that Blackness affords them in appropriating Hispanic language and culture.
Though he doesn’t exclusively represent Blackness on his channel the way SheLearnsLife does,
Esteban creates opportunities to steer Spanish speakers of color who want to learn English
through the American Boy channel toward African-American Vernacular English (AAVE)—
while correspondingly, steering the English speakers of color who want to learn Spanish through
the channel toward Puerto Rican and Dominican Spanish. Despite the controversy surrounding
Iggy Azalea, Esteban presents a clear message on his channel that centers both English and
Spanish learning on the multiple ways Blackness produces these languages around the world. In
the next section, I will discuss how Afro-Americanos on social media share their experiences in
regards to navigating the reactions they get from other people.
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5.4 Transracial Afro-Americanos on YouTube: reactions from viewers________________
This section will analyze the emotional and ideological content of the reception AfroAmericanos get while embodying their transracial ethnolinguistic identity here in the United
States. The reactions that YouTubers receive in the form of comments under each video are a
mixed bag that leaned towards positive encouragement. For example, in ‘Siempre Ambie TV’s
video entitled, “He said I don’t look bilingual,” (see Figure 5.22) there are 492 ‘likes,’ and 8
‘dislikes.’ The majority of subscribers who use these channels to learn Spanish are impressed
and are thankful for the inspiration. Most of these comments are similar to the one left by
Brooklyn Dun on the SheLearnsLife channel:

Figure 5.16 Brooklyn Dun’s comments
However, after studying YouTuber videos which discussed the topic, it became clear that
the reactions Afro-Americanos relayed from their real life experiences with White, Black, and
Hispanic/Latinx interlocutors were overwhelming negative—but not to the same degree.
African-Americans, by and large, were less supportive and more contentious than other groups.
The first of several examples of what I might call the ‘habitual skepticism’ of the general public
is expounded by Giamo Jackson Carter and his guest co-host, Tamaya.
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Figure 5.17 Giamo Jackson Carter
Giamo Jackson Carter is Afro-Americano and Tamaya is a Black American multiethnic
woman: her father is African-American and her mother is half Puerto Rican and half Cuban.
While this project is not centered on the experiences of Afro-Latinos, Tamaya’s multiethnic
heritage renders her relevant—as it locates her squarely between Afro-Americano and AfroLatino. In the video, Tamaya discusses how her multiethnic heritage poses a difficulty for her in
regards to blending in with both communities. Part of the challenge is that she identifies as both
African-American and Latina. Giamo asks Tamaya how she’s coped with the rejection she gets
from both sides.
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Excerpt 11
There is no coping with it, you kind of just get used to it…When it comes to people in the
Black community there’s a lot of hate for mixed people. One time there was this girl, and
we were having some type of talk about Black men, and she was just like, “Oh I hate girls
like you, you guys are always trying to take up all our Black men.” I was speechless
because I’m actually Black, and you just completely excluded me from that experience.

In the excerpt above one can see how Tamaya’s ideologies about race clash with the
other Black (non Hispanic/Latinx) women she encounters. On the surface, Tamaya’s statements
are equally contradictory and need further examination. She opines on the one hand that, “in the
Black community there’s a lot of hate for mixed people,” (referring to herself) and on the other
hand says, “I was speechless because I’m actually Black.” The fact that she can consider herself
both mixed and Black in the same circumstance is noteworthy. Analysis of language during
naturally occurring discourse (like Giamo’s video) is a means to understanding how individuals,
as social actors, linguistically highlight social boundaries and activate these facets of identity that
are extremely complex. The complexity of this identity shift expresses itself in different, often
contradictory, ways. Tamaya’s beliefs echo María—the subject in Baily’s (2000) study on the
language of multiple identities among Dominican Americans that I discussed in Chapter 2. A
U.S. born Dominican, María identified herself using words such as Hispanic, Black, Spanish, a
New York girl, 100 % Dominican, Dominican-Puerto-Rican, a descendent from Spanish
ancestors, and White—all depending on the context of what she was saying.
In an effort to unpack Tamaya’s statements and make them more plausible, I would
suggest that when she says, “in the Black community there’s a lot of hate for mixed people,” she
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means to say ‘ethnically mixed Black people,’ as opposed to interpreting it as ‘racially mixed
people.’ I believe that the conflation between race and ethnicity is at the basis of many of the
disagreeable reactions received by Afro-Americanos while embodying transraced identities. The
word ‘transracialization’ itself is not predicated on an individual’s attempt at changing their race;
a Black person will always be Black. Transracialization is a raciolinguistic term that connotes the
deconstruction of how the mental image of what Blackness is—is created and thought about, and
how it is reconstructed through linguistic discourse between speakers. Tamaya’s interlocutors
definitely did not understand these distinctions, and thus falsely ascribed her identity as the ‘box’
Hispanic/Latinx as if it were a race separate from Black, erasing the complexity of multiracial
and multi-ethnic diversity that can exist under the heading of Hispanic/Latinx. Tamaya is half
African-American, and so her positioning between these different ethnoraical components
exemplifies a transracial experience that is consistent with many others’ responses in this project.
Another topic that Tamaya talks about is the reactions she’s received from AfricanAmericans to ‘pick a side’:

Excerpt 12
When I got to my Black school, I tried not to claim my Hispanic side. I did tell them that I
was Hispanic, but, ya’ll just keep wanting to put me in one category like ‘just Hispanic.’ I
don’t want to be just Hispanic. I’m a part of the Black community too. When we would do
band performances I would really urge my dad to go so people could see that my dad was
Black
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Tamaya recognizes that any claims she could make about being ‘just Hispanic’ would be
incomplete and anti-Black. For multiethnic Afro-Latinxs, the pressure to renounce Blackness is
real. Vanessa Marco is an African Caribbean writer and poet by way of Cuba and Puerto Rico.
She recently moved to Harlem, New York and is currently pursuing her Ph.D. in English.
Vanessa appeared on The Brilliant Idiots Podcast with Charlamagne and Andrew Schulz.
Vanessa’s comments substantiate Tamaya’s claims about how people react to her:

Figure 5.18 Vanessa Marco on The Andrew Schulz Podcast

Excerpt 13
I have light eyes and very curly hair so people always say, “why don’t you just say you’re
Latina? Why do you have to say ‘Afro-Latina?’ And I say, because that’s anti-Blackness.
You don’t want me to claim the parts of myself that you think make me less beautiful.
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While the ethnic profile of these two women are not exactly the same (Vanessa is fully AfroLatina, and Tamaya is technically half Afro-Latina and half African-American) I have chosen to
include Vanessa’s comments to substantiate Tamaya’s perspective. There seems to be a
propensity for people to react by forcing Black multiethnics into boxes that reify historical
modes of racialization and traditional standards of beauty (i.e. the lighter one is the better).
Siempre Ambie TV’s creator is a Black American woman who, according to one of her
Q&A videos, started learning Spanish at the age of 15. She is a flight attendant living in Puerto
Rico, and owns a Spanish tutoring business in which she teaches people from all around the
world how to speak Spanish. Many of the students she connects with on Skype are AfricanAmerican—see Figures 5.19 and 5.20 below:

Figure 5.19 Ambie tutors her student 1

Figure 5.20 Ambie tutors her student 2

A self-taught polyglot, Ambie works hard to produce a channel that gives training tips
and motivational message to people learning German, Spanish, Chinese, Portuguese, English,
and Korean. The uniqueness of Siempre Ambie TV—and the reason I’ve connected her into this
chapter, is the effort she makes to display how Spanish is produced by Black speakers all over
Latin America. An avid traveler, many of her videos feature friends and loved ones she’s met on
the road who represent diversity of Hispanic heritage under the commonality of Blackness. For
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example, in one of Ambie’s videos entitled, “Nicaraguan En Puerto Rico—Entrevista—AfroLatino (English Subtitles),” she interviews a Black man from Nicaragua named Chris, who
speaks an Afro-Caribbean contact variety of English similar to Jamaican Patois, and is fluent in
his native Spanish. The video shows a conversation between the two of them that switches back
and forth between Spanish and English. A subscriber leaves a comment in solidarity and talks
about the reactions that African-Americans give her:

Figure 5.21 Ambie talks to Chris, Nicaraguan en Puerto Rico
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Sasha V praises the appearance of Afro Latinidad64 on Ambie’s channel with the Black
“praise hands” emoji at the end of the first sentence which signals the spiritual act of giving
gratitude to the Divine. Sasha V adds a level of complexity and nuance to the discussion on
reactions because although she is a Black American like Ambie and others in this study, she is
not technically African-American—as she has multi ethnic Honduran and Belizean ties. Sasha V
reveals that many negative African-American reactions aren’t only geared toward AfroAmericanos, but any Black Spanish speaker who threatens contemporary ‘pro-Black’ notions
that many African Americans have concerning their ethnolinguistic and racial identities.

Excerpt 14
I’m shocked he (Chris) doesn’t have experiences of African-Americans giving him a hard
time about his latinidad. I’ve dealt with that throughout my life; then again, I’m in Texas.

It is clear in this comment that Sasha V has had trouble being accepted by the African-American
community on the issue of reconciling her Blackness with her Hispanic heritage. The words,
“...then again, I’m in Texas,” may signal the fact that in the Southwestern United States the
ideological boundaries that demarcate Whites, Blacks and Mexicans may be bolder than the fine
lines that separate Black ethnic groups within Black culture.
Ambie provides evidence that suggests Whites are often just as perplexed upon
encountering Spanish-speaking Black Americans. In the video entitled, “He said I don’t look
bilingual,” she tells the story of an incident that happened after a flight she worked in which a
Hispanic passenger was struggling to speak with a gate agent about whether she’d miss her
connection:
64

“Afro Latinness”

192

Figure 5.22 He said Ambie doesn’t look bilingual

Excerpt 15
I say to him, “Señor, ¿Ud. necesita ayuda? ¿Quieres que le explique a ella lo que está
diciendo?”65 and he was like, “Oh, ¡Tú hablas español! Gracias a Dios.”66 And so he
started explaining and I was interpreting to the gate agent. After I finished talking to
them, an older Caucasian man from the U.S., as we were walking, he says to me, “You
don’t look bilingual.” What!? I was thrown off. Do you guys ever get this? What exactly
does this mean coming from this person?... All my friends are bilingual. All of my Brown
friends all of my Black friends and my African friends—all of them speak several
languages. For you to look at me and say I don’t look it. What does bilingual look like?...
65
66

Sir, do you need help? Do you want me to explain to her (the gate agent) what you are saying?
Oh, you speak Spanish? Thank God.
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Anyways guys put your comments below and let me know what you all think about that
statement. Whether your White, Black, Hispanic, whatever, has anyone ever told you
that?
Figure 5.22 is a screenshot of the facial expression that best captures Ambie’s emotional
state as she retells the story. She appears to be frustrated, confused, and reaching out to the
network to dialogue and receive emotional support. The comment section was abundant with
anecdotes from the trials and tribulations of Siempre Ambie TV’s subscribers. I have chosen one
that I believe is rich in meaning and nuanced in its application of raciolinguistics in a
contemporary context.

Figure 5.23 Cherisse Star’s comments
Cherisse Star is a Black American woman who comments on this video and supports the
finding in Chapter 4 that African-American interlocutors react less favorably to the presence of
Afro-Americanos than Hispanic/Latinxs. The juxtaposition of the two is seen in this excerpt, and
displays a significant amount of dissimilarity. The Colombian woman, while shocked, considers
the interaction fruitful and is impressed with Cherisse in such a way that communicates positive
emotions. Again, we see the frequent assumption that Afro-Americanos must be Dominican that
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is so prevalent among Afro-Americano identity construction, both from within themselves and
from their interlocutors. This could also be because the woman was in a position of need—one
that Cherisse helped her out of. Cherisse implies that overall it was a “good conversation,” even
though she is not completely fluent. The older Black man that enters the narrative takes a
different emotional stance. When he asks her, “How you speak Spanish? You Black? 67” I deduce
that his tone must have been curt and microagressive68 because Cherisse says, “What I wanted to
say to him wasn’t very polite.” It is apparent that she has suffered a long history of discouraging
attitudes on the part of some Black people when she says, “it was more sad how some Black folk
look at me like I was crazy when I said I wanted to learn Spanish and how many of them told me
it was a stupid idea…and how I should stay monolingual for the rest of my life.”
Cherisse’s life experience is reminiscent of the discussion in Chapter 2 of criticisms made
by Black community members when a proposal was made to expand the Central Illinois’ Urbana
School District 116’s bilingual programs. A proposal that sought to expand bilingual education at
a school that was 85 percent African-American was presented to the school board. Many
wondered whether these students were “the right fit for dual-language,” suggesting that African
American students would do better without the extra burden of learning through another
language. Cherisse’s sadness over this issue recognizes the illegitimacy and falseness of these
fears. As I also discussed in Chapter 2, a multi-year study of students enrolled in two-way duallanguage programs in North Carolina between 2007 and 2010, found that low-income Black
children in these programs scored higher in reading and math than their classmates of the same
race and socioeconomic background who were being taught in one language. By fifth grade,
67

Note the auxiliary verb deletion ‘do’ in “how (do) you speak Spanish?” and the copula absence of the verb ‘to be’
in “(are) you Black?” are two common syntactic structures found in African-American Vernacular English.
68
Microaggression is a term used for brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or environmental indignities,
whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative prejudicial slights and insults
toward any group, particularly racially, ethnically, or culturally marginalized groups. (Wikipedia 2020).
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these students were reading as well as their monolingual peers in the grade above them (Thomas
& Collier 2012).
Cherisse’s post focuses on the reductive linguistic ideologies of other African-Americans.
She ends her comment by giving encouragement to “Black language learners” who may be
struggling to cope with ignorant comments. She advises that with continued study, more
positivity will be attracted into one’s life as a result of the emotional fortitude and fluency
gained. ItsYaFav.Malaysia’s video (See Figure 5.10) entitled, “The truth about being a black girl
that speaks Spanish!” expresses a lot of the same challenges that Ambie speaks about.
Malaysia’s experience with how people react to her positioning as an Afro-Americana elicit
commentary from subscribers who resonate deeply with the dark side of Black multilingualism
and transracialization. Tanika Paris and Benjamin Moore III are two such commenters:
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Figure 5.24 Tanika Paris’ comments
In the commentary above, Tanika congratulates Malaysia for telling the truth in her video
about her experience of the challenges that so many Afro-Americanos have to face in a society
that racializes Blackness as monolingual. Tanika makes it a point to what mention the history of
multilingualism in the African Diaspora, and makes it clear that ethnolinguistic identity is not a
binary construction—one can learn Spanish while being “true” to who one really is. When she
switches languages to add that she also speaks Spanish, she refers to Malaysia as ‘hermanita69,’
positioning her in the role of a sister through a solidarity grounded in both (non Hispanic/Latinx)
Blackness and Spanish.
In his comment responding to Tanika’s post, Benjamin Moore III introduces himself as
“a Black man trying to learn Spanish,” and strengthens the data on the generally poor reactions
from interlocutors upon discovering that one is Afro-Americano. After posting Black hearts and
Black bicep emojis that are social media symbols for love, strength, and solidarity between Black
people, he gives his take on how people react to him. Benjamin reiterates that ‘Black’ is

69

Little sister
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synonymous with monolingualism and ignorance—an uneducated mass of people who are
limited to AAVE structures. As I discussed in the Chapter 2 literature review, the AfricanAmerican Language presence in Sociolinguistics has done little to counteract this ideology at
best, and propagated it at worst. Benjamin’s observation that “when you prove them wrong, then
they tell you you’re not really black on the inside,” clearly articulates the relevancy of this
project, and calls for the examination of the racialization that American Black people are
subjected to (from both outside their communities and from within). Consider Stratos’ comment
responding to Malaysia’s video that details the narrative of ignorance that is revealed by some
people’s reactions to Afro-Americanismo.

Figure 5.25 Stratos’ comments 1
Stratos first speaks to the automatic indexing of any Black person who speaks Spanish as
Dominican. The omnipresence of this indexical link has certainly facilitated the plausibility of
Afro-Americanismo. His assertion that “wanting to learn Spanish is a result of assimilation of
Latino culture into America” is at the heart of what the theories of likelihood that I established in
Chapter 3 reveal; Geographic proximity to Hispanic communities, access to Spanish media,
affinity to Spanish music, or Interest in a person/people of a particular Hispanic culture +
positive attitude of Black Anglophone speakers toward Spanish + motivation to redefine their
own social identity = favorable conditions for an African-American to transracialize into an
Afro-Americano. Stratos ends by widening the scope of a ‘Black = ignorant’ discourse centered
on second language learning among Black multilinguals and expands it to include a much more

198

significant problem that Black Americans are (and historically have been) fighting back against:
that Black people cannot learn. Why do Black Americans seem to come to a consensus about
why others are shocked and surprised relative to the subject of intelligence and learning? I would
like to briefly discuss the origins of the cultural narratives that continue to propagate notions of
‘Black = ignorant’ that could be linked to real-life consequences in the lives of Black American
language learners.
The supposed ‘science of race’ is as old as slavery and colonialism, and until the 20th
century was considered conventional wisdom by a wide scope of White philosophers, public
intellectuals, historians, economists, and politicians like Voltaire, David Hume, Thomas
Jefferson, and William F. Buckley (Klein 2018). Though it was rejected by a new generation of
scholars and humanists after the Holocaust, it began to bubble up again in the 1970s, and has
returned to mainstream discourse every so often since then (Evans 2018). Charles Murray is a
popular conservative intellectual best known for co-writing The Bell Curve (1994) with Richard
Hernstein. The book ignited a controversy by positing a genetic basis (as opposed to an
environmental one) for the observed differences between Black and White IQs. When it was first
published in 1994, it became a New York Times bestseller, but over the next few years it was
thoroughly debunked by academic researchers, scientists, and critics. There has since been a
revival of ‘race-science’ or ‘scientific racism’ as it is sometimes called. In 2014, Nicholas Wade,
a former New York Times science correspondent, wrote, A Troublesome Inheritance. The book
posited three race-science hypotheses: that the construct of ‘race’ corresponds to significant
biological differences among groups of people; that the human brain evolved differently from
race to race; and that this is substantiated by disparate racial averages in IQ scores. In 2020,
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Murray released a new book, Human Diversity: The Biology of Gender, Race and Class, in
which he discusses the relationship between genetics and public policy.
The thrust of the ‘race-science’ data is that when compared, Black people have a mean
lower IQ than Whites, even though the bell curves of the two groups are considerably
overlapped. This overlap means that individuals must be judged on their own merits, and that
any Black person selected at random could very well be intellectually superior to any random
White person. Race-science, also known by its contemporary politically correct term, ‘human
biodiversity,’ has received considerable pushback on not just scientific, but moral grounds as
well. Those who tout these findings often have ties to radical political agendas. In an article
entitled, “The unwelcome revival of ‘race science’,” Gavin Evans of The Guardian writes,

Many of the keenest promoters of race-science today are stars of the “alt-right”,
who like to use pseudoscience to lend intellectual justification to ethno-nationalist
politics. If you believe that poor people are poor because they are inherently less
intelligent, then it is easy to leap to the conclusion that liberal remedies, such as
affirmative action or foreign aid, are doomed to fail (Evans 2018, 2).

Bringing in the reality of racism and the legacy white supremacy in the United States is
necessary for discussing this topic. Ezra Klein, the former editor-in-chief at Vox, writes about
the historical, economic and social oppression that African-Americans have endured beginning
with slavery and throughout the Jim Crow and segregation eras. Klein argues in his article, “Sam
Harris, Charles Murray, and the Allure of Race Science,” that research shows a host of
measurable consequences on IQ from the kind of violence and discrimination America inflicted

200

for centuries against African Americans. In a vicious cycle, the consequences of that violence
have pushed forward the underlying attitudes that allow discriminatory policies to flourish and
justify the racially unequal world we’ve built (Klein 2018).
In his book Are We Getting Smarter, the famed IQ researcher James Flynn notes that IQs
are rising, sharply, across populations and across time. Living in a more cognitively complex
world creates more cognitively complex creatures. If people switch from swimming to weight
lifting, the new exercise develops different muscles and the enhanced muscles make them better
at the new activity. Everything we know about the brain suggests that it is similar to our muscles
(Flynn 2012). Apply this to the American experience. Over hundreds of years, White Americans
have oppressed Black Americans — enslaved them, physically terrorized them, ripped their
families apart, taken their wealth from them, denied their children decent educations, refused to
let them buy homes in neighborhoods with good schools, locked them out of the most
cognitively demanding and financially rewarding jobs, and deprived them of the professional and
social networks that power advancement (Klein 2018).
Black children grow up in a country that, over and over again, signals that it expects less
of them, believes less in them, and fears more from them. This is, in part, the result of deepseated racism in American life — a racism that often manifests less through hatred than through
underestimation and dismissal; a racism that draws on centuries of belief in black inferiority
(Klein 2018). These belief systems appear, among other places, at the intersection between race
and language learning. African-Americans in this study (both interviewees and YouTubers)
expressed the frustrations caused by others’ omnipresent assumptions that underestimate Black
intelligence and perpetuate racist stereotypes that Black people are monolingual and simpleminded.
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Ricky from Bilingüe Blogs has a more light-hearted approach while exploring the topic
of the different of reactions he’s received in his video entitled, “How Native Spanish-Speakers
Act When They Find Out That You Speak Spanish Too.”

Figure 5.26 How Native Spanish Speakers Act…

Instead of talking straight to the camera, with skillful editing, Ricky enumerates the
different reactions by embodying a series of characters who struggle to reconcile his phenotype
with his linguistic ability and acts out his interactions with each one of them. These characters
are; 1. Señor Linage—Mr. Lineage. He wants to know not only where you’re from, but where
your family is from, and your whole ancestry. 2. Señor Rudo…hasta que—Mr. Rude…until. He
is kind of rude to you until he knows that you speak his language, then it’s party time. 3. Señor
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Adivinador—Mr. Guesser. He doesn’t want you to tell him where you’re from because he wants
to keep guessing. 4. Señor Detective—Mr. Detective (pictured in Figure 5.26). He wants to know
when, why, how, and with whom you speak Spanish. 5. Señor Inglés—Mr. English. Once finds
out that you’re not a native Spanish-speaker, he will only speak in English. 6. Señor Negación—
Mr. Denial. He refuses to accept that you are not Latino because you speak Spanish so well.
SheLearnsLife can relate to Mr. Denial. One commenter responding to her video entitled,
“Black Girl Speaking Spanish (English subtitles),” demonstrates disbelief after she has
repeatedly acknowledged her African-American identity on her channel:

Figure 5.27 megan trailor’s comments
During the video, Ricky requests that his subscribers comment on what their experiences
have been with reactions from natives Spanish-speakers. He received thousands of anecdotes that
authenticate his and SheLearnsLife’s experience:
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Figure 5.28 Dubway, J C, and musiclover109’s comments
One of the interesting things about analyzing the comments in this section is noting how
the topic of race emerges, even though Ricky’s video was not explicitly about race. This was not
uncommon. It could be that the viewers of this video immediately assumed that the reactions
Ricky has received were due his interlocutors’ racial (or racist) ideologies, or, it could be that the
subscriber base is primarily Black and thus his experience resonates with them at the intersection
of Black and Spanish-speaking. Dubwavy starts off this chain by stating plainly that there is a
bias among Hispanics/Latinxs against accepting Spanish competence when coming from darkskinned bodies. Most of the commenters that responded agreed, reiterating that there is a
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commitment to ignorance of, and lack of knowledge about just how prevalent Afro-Latinos are
in the world.
In one of his comments responding to Dubwavy, J C seems to be forgiving of this
ignorance, especially when it appears in children who don’t see many Black Latinos. However,
musiclover 109 stresses the importance of calling out the origins of the children’s ignorance
about race, and attributes it to the colorism on Spanish-language television networks. Soap
operas, or ‘Telenovelas’ in Spanish, make up the bulk of Spanish-language network television in
the U.S. Rivadeneyra (2011) analyzed 466 characters and 481 two-minute intervals on 19
episodes of Spanish-language telenovelas that aired in the Los Angeles broadcast area of the U.S.
in the summer of 2002. The programs were coded in terms of how gender and race were
presented on these programs by first coding the characteristics of speaking characters (including
their race and gender) and then coding what actions these characters displayed. Physical
appearance and nurturing roles were more likely to be the focus for female characters, while
occupational roles were more likely male. In terms of race, the overwhelming majority of
characters were light-skinned and characters with darker skin were portrayed in extremes and
more sexualized (Rivadeneyra 2011).
In musiclover 109’s opinion, the children’s reactions stem from the racialization that they
get from T.V. (“the lighter the better”). If it is true that Latin American society wants to “hide the
dark-skinned people as if they don’t exist,” this could be part of the reason why Afro-Americano
YouTubers and their subscribers continue to have these experiences with native Hispanics/
Latinxs. In one section of the comments under the same video, thedarkestcloud and Stratos have
a relevant exchange about race vs. ethnicity as it relates to dealing with other people’s reactions:
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Figure 5.29 Stratos’ comments 2
Thedarkestcloud asks Stratos for clarification on the problematic nuances of telling native
Spanish-speaking Hispanics/Latinxs that he is ‘Black.’ Thedarkestcloud details his line of
reasoning which juxtaposes Blackness to Hispanic/Latinx ethnic groups who intersect with
American Blacks along racial lines. Stratos’ response really hits the nail on head in terms of
parsing out the central questions being asked in this project and resolving these questions with
suitable theories of how ethnolinguistic identity formation behaves in same space as racial
constructions. Stratos understands the insightfulness and nuanced meaning of using the term
‘Afro-Americano’—the translation of ‘African-American’ into Spanish. His point is that
identifying as ‘Negro’ when talking with Spanish-speaking Latin Americans does not indicate
any ethnic ties, much in the same the way people in the U.S. assume ‘Black’ is tied to ‘African-
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American.’ Therefore, the phrase, ‘I’m Black,’ is more used in spaces with other Americans,
while ‘Afro-Americano,’ is more appropriate in Spanish conversations. This point helps round
out how I am defining the term Afro-Americano:

Afro-Americano: noun
A Black/African-American who has lived a Hispanic/Latinx experience in the United
States, most notably revealed by a proficiency in the Spanish language and affiliation
and/or participation in the cultural practices of one or more Hispanic/Latinx cultures. As
opposed to an Afro-Latino, an Afro-Americano is defined by the absence of
Hispanic/Latinx ancestry on one or both sides of his or her family lineage.

In the last section, I will discuss the experiences of Afro-Americano YouTubers with people who
intentionally misrepresent their identities, as conversations about this element of
transracialization appeared with some frequency.
The most contentious comments in the theme of ‘reactions from others’ involve charges of
inauthenticity. Ricky’s language channel and his transracialized identity have also been met with
negative reactions by those who do not understand or agree with his ethnolinguistic identity
expression. In his video entitled, “I need to make content for black people since I'm African
American?”—Ricky addresses critics among his family, friends, and visitors to his channel. In
the video he tells the audience about some of the things people have said to him in various forms
in the recent past. In Figure 5.30, an online personality named, ‘wheres waldo,’ comes back with
a retort after watching the video that encapsulates the central accusation made against Afro-
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Americanos. Judging by the profile picture, ‘wheres waldo,’ is a Black man—but does not
explicitly identify his own ethnicity.

Figure 5.30 wheres waldo’s comments
By calling him a ‘culture vulture,’ and saying that he looks ‘ridiculous to a Dominican,’
are clear signs that ‘wheres waldo’ thinks Ricky is fake—a thief who is impersonating an
ethnicity to which he has no cultural/ethnic ties. ‘Culture vulture’ is a pejorative term used to
accuse people of cultural appropriation—and is being applied to Ricky in Figure 5.30 much like
critics applied it to the White Australian rapper, Iggy Azalea. According to Ricky, detractors
like, ‘wheres waldo,’ and others who say things like, “I know you love Latin culture but why are
you always talking about that and not your own culture?” are misunderstanding his intentions. In
the comment section, Ricky reiterates his position by clarifying to his followers how he defines
himself and the purpose of his channel:

Excerpt 16
I know I’m not Latin, I know I’m not Hispanic. I know that I’m Black. I know that I’m
African-American. But why does that make my channel have to be about AfricanAmerican culture? Why does that make me have to talk about Black topics? Keep in mind
that my channel is dedicated to language learning, so why would I do a whole thing that
is not related to learning Spanish?
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Ricky does not deny the fact that there are indeed Afro-Americanos who participate in the
erasure of their own ethnicity in lieu of a Hispanic/Latinx identity. One reason they may do this
is because they believe it makes them more exotic (i.e. less Black). At 3:42 he confirms this,
while reiterating that he is not engaging in this type of behavior:

Excerpt 17
Hay muchos Afro-Americanos que dicen, yo soy puertorriqueño, yo soy dominicano, yo
soy cubano, yo soy esto o el otro, pero saben que no lo son. Pero yo no estoy haciendo
eso. Yo estoy diciendo que soy Afro-Americano, un Afro-Americano que le gusta mucho
la cultura latina.70

Ricky explains in the excerpt above that while he agrees with ‘wheres waldo’ on the
premise that there are those who intend to mislead their interlocutors with false claims of ethnic
origin, he disagrees with the inclusion of himself into that category. The reactions that AfroAmericanos get from other people are multifaceted, and Ricky and others’ strategy for disarming
these negative reactions seems to be anchored in being comfortable embodying the truth of a
complex and nuanced ethnolinguistic identity.

5.5

Conclusion____________________________________________________________
Networked multilingualism is shaped by two co-occurring processes: being on a network

(i.e. embedded in the global mediascape of the web and having one’s channel come up in a
search of ‘African-American speaks Spanish’), and being networked (i.e. connected to other
70

There are a lot of African-Americans that say, I’m Puerto Rican, I’m Dominican, I’m Cuban, I’m this or that, but
they know that they aren’t. But I am not doing that. I am saying that I’m African-American, an African-American
that likes the Latin culture a lot.
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individuals and groups through digital discourse). Being networked encompasses everything
language users do with the entire range of linguistic resources within three sets of constraints:
mediation of written language by digital technologies, mediation of spoken language, and
orientation to networked audiences (Androutsopoulos 2015). This means that being networked is
demonstrated by YouTubers posting their video content for a niche audience of subscribers,
getting likes and shares, subscribers commenting, and visitors leaving links to other similar
channels in the comment section.
Throughout the analysis of Afro-Americano YouTubers, I have shown four themes to be
of significance. First, Afro-Americanos construct transracial ethnolinguistic identities while
simultaneously maintaining authentic African-American selfness. This complexity is often
expressed in phrases like, “I’m not trying to be something I’m not,” and, “Soy Afro-Americano
con el corazón dominicano.”71 These YouTuber subjects speak Spanish in Dominican, Puerto
Rican and other varieties of Spanish that are spoken in countries with abundant African ancestry.
The commonality of Blackness has brought many Black ethnics into proximity with each other in
the United States (both in real-life communities and online) and allows for this juxtaposition. In
the words of El Andaluz Learning, a YouTuber examined in this chapter, Afro-Americano
channels serve by, “conectando culturas a traves del lenguaje, creando solidaridad,72” within
Blackness.
Secondly, Afro-Americanos establish relationships and participate in community building
through Networked Multilingualism on YouTube. Users see content that looks familiar to them
and comment on each other’s videos, leaving a trail that visitors can follow to find more content
that resonates with them. YouTubers establish ongoing relationships that can lead to appearances

71
72

I am African-American with a Dominican heart.
Connecting cultures through language, creating solidarity.
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in each other’s videos and collaborative content. Subscribers that use the Spanish pedogical
aspects of these channels cultivate relationships in real life that they never would have been able
to had they not learned Spanish. Some of the relationships formed are quite contentious, and
YouTube serves as a space to debate issues of race and ethnicity and how they should be spoken
about in the public discourse.
Thirdly, second language acquisition and the teaching and learning Spanish is the
predominant function of most of the Afro-Americano YouTube channels. Users position
themselves as pedagogues and gain sizeable followings of people who are looking to become
‘informal’ students of the language. YouTubers display their linguistic skills and inspire their
subscribers by embodying an example of how fluent one can become through the application of
disciplined language study.
Lastly, transracial Afro-Americanos on YouTube are subject to mostly positive reactions
from viewers in the network online, but mostly negative reactions in their real lives. This
parallels the information relayed by interviewees in Chapter 4. The root of much of the adverse
reactions is the confusion of the general public about the difference between race and ethnicity,
and how language plays a role in racializing people. The reactions of interlocutors in the general
American public could be based on representations of Hispanic/Latinxs in the media as
predominantly light-skinned. Multiracial Afro-Americanos fight back against stereotypes that
demand they ‘choose a side,’ by asserting all aspects of their identity simultaneously, especially
in situations where it would be convenient to foreground one part of their ethnicity while
backgrounding another.
YouTube is often seen as no more than a place to watch videos, but Benson (2016)
argues that YouTube channels can also be read and analyzed as complex, multi-authored,
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multimodal texts, emerging dynamically from processes of textually mediated social interaction.
Analyzing multimodality, (Benson 2016) points toward the utilization of multimodal inspired
perspectives of analyzing the videos—ones that takes into consideration the examination of the
non-linguistic semiotic forms of identity projection – hair, clothing, gestures, use of (raced)
emojis, title of videos (e.g. “black guy speaking Spanish really well”), expressions of solidarity,
the race of the vlogger73 and even the user names themselves (e.g. SOYDEREK TV, Bilingüe
Blogs, SheLearnsLife ) and how that positions the author.

73

Video blogger
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Chapter 6: Conclusion
6.1

Chapter by chapter summary______________________________________________
This dissertation has examined how African-Americans express their affiliation with

Hispanic/Latinx cultures through their language and cultural practices. In Chapter 1, I outlined
three main questions that the project sought to answer. These questions were; 1. How do daily
interactions in conversational Spanish shape the lives of Afro-Americanos, and how do these
speakers perceive themselves in relation to Hispanics and other African-Americans and viceversa? 2. Do Afro-Americanos consciously use their Black bodies in service of a transraced
identity and if so, how?, and 3. How does racism manifest at the intersection between the
African-American ethnicity and the Spanish language, and how does being an Afro-Americano
Spanish speaker intersect with homophobia, classism, and sexism, etc. Several observations were
made that get at the answers to these questions. These observations, as well as some of the main
implications of this research are outlined here.
Research from the scholarly literature of several disciplines formed the foundation on
which the project is built as outlined in Chapter 2. These disciplines were Second Language
Acquisition— including research on dual immersion and African-Americans in foreign language
classrooms, Sociolinguistics—including the theories of embodiment, positioning, and language
ideologies, Raciolinguistics—which includes transracialization, passing and crossing, as well as
sociocultural and linguistic frameworks like the emergence principle and repertoire of identities.
From this foundation, I posited three assertions; 1. Afro-Americanos might, through intensive
immersion, careful practice, personal motivation, choice, or agency, often choose to model their
speech on particular regional varieties of Spanish, illustrating the powerful role of agency in
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selecting a specific target variety. This in turn points to the likelihood that highly proficient L2
speakers can and do make phonological choices that involve pronunciation skills and a keen
awareness of sociolinguistic variation (Piller 2002). 2. Language more than phenotype defines
(and defies) the boundaries of ethnicity, illustrated perfectly by Hall’s (1995) discussion of
passing wherein the ideological link between language and ethnicity is so potent that the use of
linguistic practices associated with a given ethnic group may be sufficient for an individual to
pass as a group member, and upend interlocutors’ expectations of who a speaker is (Alim 2016).
3. The Diaspora of African peoples have in common the phenomenon of using language to
counteract the social underpinnings of racism, race relations, and racialization (Landers 1997).
(c.f. Bucholtz 1995, Cutler 2014, Eckert 2008, Hall 1995).
I propose that the subjects in this study compose an ethnic group distinguishable from both
monolingual (English/AAVE) African-Americans and Hispanics/Latinxs. Afro-Americanos are
noteworthy in that they are not separate from either of these groups, but rather constitute a
conglomerate of both. While they are racialized as Black according to U.S. social and political
norms (Omi & Winant 2014), the identity shift that has taken place for many is permanently
occupied, that is, participants act out most of their life experiences from this place of AfroAmericano ethnic identity. In other words, I am suggesting that Afro-Americano is an ethnicity of
racialized Black people parallel to Brazilian, Dominican, Nigerian, and African-American ethnic
groups. Some interlocutors, in their reactions, question the authenticity of an ethnicity that was
consciously chosen and strategically performed, but the fluidity of ethnicity means that
individuals can authenticate themselves in a variety of ways. Language use is a particularly
effective tool in the process (Bucholtz 1995). The “language display” of Afro-Americanos is an
attempt to lay claim to attributes associated with another group in order to convey messages of
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social, professional and ethnic identity (Eastman & Stein 1993). However, a typical strategy, as
I’ve discovered, is to adopt Black Spanish varieties (e.g. Dominican, Cuban, and Puerto Rican
Spanish) in order to be an authentic Afro-Americano, as opposed to an authentic Dominican, for
example. It is not the speakers’ intention to negotiate a definition of self as a member of another
speech community. Instead, it is to be seen as an individual with attributes associated with that
community of speakers—the most conspicuous of which attributes, Blackness, authenticates this
process (c.f. Coupland’s notion of styling, 2001).
In Chapter 3, I discussed various methodological approaches to the research and analysis.
Bucholtz and Hall (2005) suggest two approaches that are central to my work on AfroAmericanos. The first is the ethnographic grounding of linguistic anthropology in which the
study of individuals allows the researcher to get to know people and how they experience
themselves in the world with particular embodied and linguistic traits. It seeks to understand how
people feel about themselves in relation to others and the nuances of identity that make these
individuals unique in the sociolinguistic landscape. The second is discourse analysis—which
privileges the perspectives of participants over those of the analyst, and which allowed me to
focus exclusively on language use, assess proficiency, and ascertain the Spanish variety the
speaker was influenced by (among other things). In this vein, my approach was a combination of
methods that included ethnographic and sociolinguistic data collection involving interviews,
observations and digital journaling—as well as social media analysis. This process entailed three
different methods of semi-structured, ethnographically inspired data collection; 1. I spoke to 20
informants either one-on-one over a series of meetings, over the phone, or through email, 2. I
completed direct participant observation in which I accompanied three informants into their
communities and observed their linguistic behavior, and 3. I collected digital journals in which
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seven informants wrote personal, ongoing reflections of how Spanish is impacting them on a
daily basis. Lastly, in the online ethnography section (a term that indicates researchers' attempts
at transferring principles and techniques of ethnography to settings of computer-mediated
communication on the Internet), I followed the YouTube channels of nine Afro-Americano
vloggers and analyzed 14 of their videos. I explored how these speakers present transracial
identities as networked multilinguals on social media, and discovered many themes that parallel
the interviewee data. (c.f. Van Maanen 2011, Genzuk 2003, Hammersley 2016, MendozaDenton 2008, Patton 1987, Reeves et al. 2008, Androutsopoulos 2015, Hine 2000, Markham
2005).
The qualitative results in Chapter 4 suggest that there are two parallel discourses
surrounding authenticity. One of these emphasizes the importance of ‘not trying to be something
one is not,’ and the other focus on the adoration and respect one has for the culture. This second
discourse allows them to participate in every other aspect that the Hispanic/Latinx ethnicity has
to offer without rejecting Blackness (or in the United States context, rejecting AfricanAmericanness). An elaborated model of Afro-Americanismo would not only consider linguistic
phenomena, but also “forms of comportment” that extend beyond just speaking to people in
Spanish (Irvine 2001). Thus, Afro-Americanos make conscious choices to adopt elements of
Hispanic/Latinx culture as a way to express their passion for the ethnicity. These elements
include but are not limited to cooking, salsa dancing, clothing, Latinx art exhibitions, dating and
marrying Hispanic/Latinx people, patroning Latinx restaurants and businesses, singing Bachata
music, traveling through and moving to Spanish speaking countries, teaching their children
Spanish at home and through immersion programs, consuming Spanish language media,
participating in social media in Spanish, presenting themselves as Afro-Americano on social
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media, moving to Hispanic/Latinx neighborhoods, pursuing academic careers in Spanish,
becoming pedagogues of Spanish, and influencing positive relations between minority
(Hispanic/Latinx/African-American) communities through community activism. With the
cultural access that Spanish provides them, Afro-Americanos experience several advantages due
to these forms of comportment. These advantages include, but are not limited to increased job
opportunities, increased effectiveness in their jobs, professional influence in their offices and
departments, better relationships with clients and patients, and opportunities to build meaningful
relationships with Spanish speakers in their communities.
As participants spoke about how they’ve built a life that was made possible for them due
to forms of comportment and knowledge of Spanish, four themes emerged. The first was
motivation. In dealing with participants’ motivations to learn Spanish, there were four main
commonalities that, added together with a positive attitude and an interest in redefining their own
social identity resulted in favorable conditions for an African-American to transracialize into an
Afro-Americano. These four commonalities were: 1. Geographic proximity to Hispanic
communities, 2. Access to Spanish media, 3. Affinity to Spanish music and, 4. Interest in the
people of a particular Hispanic culture. The more commonalities that appeared in any one
respondent’s story, and/or stronger the presence of any one factor increased the probability of the
respondent reporting that they often ‘pass’ for Latinx/Hispanic and/or have ‘styled’ their
identities over time. There is a pattern that suggests that gay Black men who possess these
commonalities are even more likely to identify as Afro-Americano. This may be due to lower
levels of homophobia in the Hispanic/Latinx community compared to the African-American
community, and fetishism of Hispanic/Latinx men as passionate and sexually desirable.
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Secondly, as Afro-Americanos live in their truth and encounter Spanish speakers, the
overwhelming responses given by all their interlocutors are the emotions of shock and surprise.
When Blackness emerges in spaces traditionally reserved for Spanish-speaking people, these
emotions usually give way to more positive and favorable attitudes on the part Hispanic/Latinx
interlocutors, while African-American attitudes were described on a scale ranging from neutral at
best to extremely adverse. Thirdly, Afro-Americanos describe the process of transracialization.
The ‘repertoire of identities’ (c.f. Kroskrity 1993, Bailey 2000) describes the process of
transracialization undergone by Afro-Americanos which leads many to redefine ethnolinguistic
positionings for themselves differently than the traditional mainstream. By consolidating the
terms ‘African-American’ and ‘Latinx,’ these speakers position themselves in accordance with
their own visions of how they see themselves and who they want to be in society. Lastly, I argue
that the emergence of Afro-Americanismo is as an agent of social change. The act of learning
Spanish and adding a Hispanic/Latinx identity to one’s repertoire challenge racial categories and
the process of racialization, that is, how society decides what a Black person is/is not, and what
language(s) they should/should not speak. Participants spoke about using Spanish to invest into
their careers and communities, and destabilize unjust power dynamics that oppress AfricanAmericans in U.S. society.
There are two key conclusions about the themes that emerged from the analysis of the
interview data. First, it is important to note that the transracialization of the Spanish-speaking
African-American into an Afro-Americano and the impetus to adopt this identity are in no way
rooted in anti-Blackness, nor in the desire to abandon or ignore one’s ethnicity in favor of a
Latinx ethnicity. All of the respondents in the study expressed a positive self-image and
expressed positive assertions about Blackness. This project has nothing to do with the abundant
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manifestations of self-hatred (i.e. internalized racism) among some Black Americans who, due to
historical conditioning, denigrate and underappreciate Blackness. Examples of such an
ideological position can include, but are not limited to self-image and beauty standards that
mimic Western European modes of beauty expression, an unyielding preference for interracial
dating, respectability politics, and colorism.
Secondly, the respondents demonstrated evolved thinking on the subject of ethnic
identity, although many lacked the academically grounded language I offer here to express a
personal phenomenon that many felt had been occurring for quite some time. My informants also
demonstrated a high level of dexterity in both permanently occupying a trans-ethnic position and
managing the dilemmas that emerge from the socially constructed (and sometimes contradictory)
nature of these identities—like others’ assumptions that they are trying to be something they are
not. An important dimension that is worth reiterating briefly is the ‘additive’ nature of identity
for the participants; it is not about passing or trying to be someone else, but rather adding to
one’s repertoire of identities.
As analyzed in Chapter 5, the networked multilingualism (Androutsopoulos 2015) of
bilingual (English/Spanish) Afro-Americanos is shaped by two processes: being in the network
(i.e. embedded in the internet platform and having one’s channel be revealed in search results),
and being networked (i.e. connected to other persons and groups through digital discourse). AfroAmericano YouTubers post their video content for a niche audience of subscribers, many of
whom appear to be phenotypically Black and who contribute likes and shares, and facilitate links
to other similar channels in the comment section. These YouTube vloggers use video content to
establish ongoing relationships that can lead to appearances in each other’s videos and
collaborative content. The viewers of this content utilize an entire range of linguistic resources
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that includes written comments, images in the form of emojis, and spoken language alongside the
visual presentation of the self in the form of videos. To examine this content, I employed
multimodal inspired perspectives in order to analyze the videos. This allowed me to take into
consideration non-linguistic, semiotic forms of identity projection, such as the afro hair style that
illustrates TinaLearnsSpanish, Ricky’s clothing choices such as his ‘Bachatero’ hat and the
commodification of identity through ‘Americano con el corazón Dominicano’ t-shirts for sale on
his site, gestures, the use of brown skin color emojis like the thumbs up, strong bicep, and praise
hands to convey expressions of solidarity, the titles of videos (e.g. “black guy speaking Spanish
really well”), and even the user names themselves (e.g. SOYDEREK TV, Bilingüe Blogs,
SheLearnsLife) as evidence of agency in how the YouTuber is positioning him/herself as AfroAmericano/a.
The YouTubers, whom I analyzed for the social media portion of the study in Chapter 5,
were similar to the interviewees discussed in Chapter 4 in two notable ways. Throughout the
analysis of Afro-Americano YouTubers, I have shown several themes to be of significance. First,
Afro-Americanos construct transracial ethnolinguistic identities while simultaneously
maintaining authentic African-American sense of self. This complexity is often expressed in
phrases like, “I’m not trying to be something I’m not.” These YouTuber subjects speak
Dominican, Puerto Rican and other varieties of Spanish that are spoken in countries with
significant African ancestry. The commonality of Blackness has brought many Black ethnics into
geographic and virtual proximity with each other (c.f. Androutsopoulos 2008) in the United
States (both in real-life communities and online) and allows for this transracialization process.
Secondly, many Afro-Americano YouTubers position themselves as teachers and gain sizeable
followings of people looking to attain better fluency. YouTuber allows them to display their
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linguistic skills and inspire their subscribers by embodying models of how fluent one can
become through the application of disciplined language study. Secondly, transracial AfroAmericanos on YouTube are subject to mostly positive reactions from viewers in the network
online, but often quite negative reactions in their real lives.
The root of many of the adverse reactions is the confusion among the general public
about the difference between race and ethnicity, how language plays a role in how people are
racialized, and the social expectation that people only have one identity. Common forms of
microaggresive behavior experienced by Afro-Americanos include: shock that an African
American can speak Spanish (c.f. Alim & Smitherman 2012), questioning the speaker’s lineage,
making rude and racist statements, disbelief about whether the speaker is telling the truth about
not being Hispanic/Latinx, interrogating the speaker about the details of their acquisition, and
insisting on English and refusing to speak Spanish after they find out the speaker is not
Hispanic/Latinx. These reactions by the general American public could be based on
representations of Hispanic/Latinxs in the media as predominantly light-skinned, thereby
providing less access to visual representations of Black hispanophones. Multiracial AfroAmericanos resist pressure to ‘choose a side’ by only asserting aspects of one of their identities,
especially in situations where it would be convenient to foreground one part of their ethnicity
while downplaying another.
One key difference between the Afro-Americano interviewees and the Afro-Americano
YouTube vloggers was that while the former relegate Spanish use to their personal and
professional lives, the later often position themselves as Spanish language instructors —gaining
sizeable followings of people who are looking to attain better fluency. These YouTubers display
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their linguistic skills and inspire their subscribers by embodying an example of how fluent one
can become through the application of disciplined language study.

6.2

Discussion

In an effort to capture the concept of transracialization, there is a movie reference I’d like
to offer that I feel is a suitable analogy for explaining how Afro-Americanismo is facilitated by
the presence of Blackness in concert with Hispanic/Latinx language and culture. In the 1991 film
Terminator 2: Judgement Day. Arnold Schwarzenager, as Terminator 2, follows Sarah Connor
and her ten-year-old son John to protect them as they are pursued by a new, more advanced
Terminator: the liquid metal, shape-shifting T-1000. The T-1000 was sent back in time to kill
John and prevent him from becoming the leader of the human resistance. The two characteristics
of the film’s villain are unique. First, the T-1000 is composed entirely of a “mimetic polyalloy,”
a metal that renders it capable of rapid shape shifting, near-perfect mimicry and recovery from
damage. Second, as the T-1000 breaks apart during fight scenes, the metal melts down and is
always magnetically attracted back to itself, reconstituting the T-1000. As a result, even if
temporarily disembodied, he is indestructible.
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Figure 6.1

Figure 6.2

Figure 6.3

Table 6.1 Spectrum of African-American transracialization
Racial designation74: Black
Self identifies as: African-American
Lives in: New York, N.Y.
Language repertoire may include one or more
of the following: Standard English, AAVE,
other languages/varieties

Racial designation: Black
Self identifies as: Afro-Americano
Lives in: New York, N.Y.
Language repertoire may include one or more
of the following: Standard English, AAVE,
Dominican Spanish, other languages/varieties

Racial designation: Black
Self identifies as: Hispanic/Latinx
(Dominican)
Lives in: New York, N.Y.
Language repertoire may include one or more
of the following: Dominican Spanish, AAVE,
other languages/varieties

Mimesis is a term used in literary criticism and philosophy that carries a wide range of
meanings which include imitation, non-sensuous similarity, receptivity, representation, mimicry,
the act of expression, the act of resembling, and the presentation of the self (Gebauer & Wulf
1992). In this analogy, Blackness is the undefeatable T-1000 and the Spanish language is the
mimetic superpower. The ‘African Diaspora’ is the fight scene. The term describes the mass
dispersion of peoples from Africa during the Transatlantic Slave Trade that took millions of
people from Western and Central Africa to different regions throughout the Americas and the
Caribbean from the 16th through the 19th centuries. In contemporary urban environments like
New York, the ethnically diverse descendants of Black African slaves co-mingle in
74

In choosing ‘racial designation,’ I’m trying to avoid the reification of ‘race’ as if it is a real thing as opposed to a
social construct. Perhaps this term helps to create a bit of distance by insinuating that race is something that gets
attributed to bodies and gets performed by people rather than something that has a basis in biological or scientific
fact.
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neighborhoods like Washington Heights and Harlem. In these contexts, some AfricanAmericans, for example, in an act of cultural expression position themselves as representatives
of Dominican language and culture. As Afro Hispanic/Latinx ethnic groups like Dominicans are
often phenotypically Black, African-Americans who learn the Dominican variety of Spanish
effortlessly cross ethnolinguistic boundaries through language. Just at the T-1000 uses the
mimetic pollyalloy to shape-shift into another person; the Black Afro-Americano uses the
Spanish language to shape-shift into a Dominican ethnolinguistic identity. The Afro-Americano
is an African-American whose lived experience is Hispanic/Latinx. Afro-Americanos flourish
through the act of resembling and linguistically re-presenting themselves, and fill what has been
considered a cultural gap between African-Americans and Hispanics/Latinxs—‘groups of people
traditionally thought of as different’ (Alim 2016). Figure 6.2 is meant to represent the
interviewees and YouTube vloggers who occupy a central position between this cultural gap on
the spectrum —uniting two poles by combining elements of each. As the repertoire of
ethnolinguistic identities that exists within Blackness expands, the mimetic property of Spanish
demonstrates the ability of the ‘Black T-1000’ to attract back to itself—to withstand the
indefinite dispersion of its people from different ethnic groups, to render it capable of rapid
shape shifting, near-perfect mimicry, and to immunize it from destruction.

6.3

Implications and future research
This dissertation adds to Bailey’s (2000) work on language and multiple identities. Many

Dominican Americans report that they feel more comfortable with African American peers, in
general, than they do with Hispanic peers who are not from the Caribbean (i.e. Mexican and
Guatemalan immigrants). The forms of habitual be, copula deletion, elision of subject-verb
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agreement and the use of stressed BIN are defining characteristics of AAVE from a
sociolinguistic point of view, and they occur quite commonly in the speech of Dominican
Americans in Providence, Rhode Island. Dominican Americans thus highlight the boundary
between themselves and White Americans through mocking use of white English and through
the use of AAVE forms. Use of AAVE has historically contributed to African American
resistance (e.g. ‘unapologetically Black’) to the hegemony of linguistic forms used by dominant
groups in society, and these forms serve similar functions for young Dominican Americans
(Bailey 2000).
Dominican Spanish language, on the other hand, serves as a resource for resisting
ascription into the Black/African-American identity category. In terms of identity ascription in
everyday encounters, it is the primary means by which Dominican Americans display an
ethnolinguistic identity that can counter these phenotype-based racial ascriptions. Many Latinxs
(e.g. Dominicans and Puerto Ricans) don’t see themselves as connected to Blackness and use
Spanish to distance themselves from Blackness. When an Afro-Americano speaks Spanish, this
distance collapses, threatening their sense of self as not Black. The social reality second
generation Dominicans face for being non-white, low-income, and urban is juxtaposed with
African-American culture, thus leading many in the second generation to see their identities
relative to Black and White Americans in very different terms than most Americans, causing the
second generation to maintain an ethnolinguistic, rather that black/white, understanding of their
own racial identities (e.g. ‘I’m not Black, I’m Dominican).
This dissertation in many ways is a mirror image of Bailey’s (2000) work on the
language and multiple identities among Dominican Americans. In a way, it is almost as if this
work attempts to tell the story of the complex physical, sociocultural, and linguistic relationship
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that Dominican Americans have with African-American peers, and expands the conversation of
multiple identities to include all of the agents that negotiate the expansions of their own
repertoires of identity in multiethnic spaces (c.f. Bailey 2001, Bailey 2012). Afro-Americanos
destabilize Dominicans’ ability to distinguish themselves with Spanish in these spaces by
inserting themselves into the spectrum that I discussed earlier (See Figures 6.1, 6.2, and 6.3). The
existence of Afro-Americanos blurs the line that delineates the boundary separating these two
particular Black ethnic groups.
In many ways this study is also a parallel of Anya’s (2016) work, and is a continuation of
the author’s effort to develop a comprehensive, critical, and sociolinguistic overview and
analysis of the African-American experience in second language learning. More broadly, Anya’s
work introduced the idea of second language learning as “transformative socialization” — how
learners, instructors, and their communities shape new communicative selves as they
collaboratively construct and negotiate race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and social class
identities. As the author followed American college students learning Portuguese in AfroBrazilian communities, she was able to describe how Black Americans learn to speak their
material, ideological, and symbolic selves in Portuguese. The most relevant finding Anya
illuminates is that as African-American language learners express racialized identities and
investments in Black target language communities, they greatly influence their success in second
language learning and how successful others perceive them to be (Anya 2016).
This dissertation adds to Anya’s work in several ways. First, it extends the scope of
‘speaking blackness’ outside of Brazil and beyond Portuguese—and shifts it to include a
contemporary United States context. The extension of this conversation may alert sociolinguistic
researchers to the importance of searching for Afro-Americanos in the American education
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system (i.e. K-12, colleges and universities). Secondly, the results of this work can inform how
pedagogues approach the teaching of Spanish to African-Americans and other students of color
by including more representations of how Black Hispanic/Latinxs produce the language around
the world. The design of textbooks and other teaching materials might be developed to make
language acquisition more advantageous for these learners.
As the depth and breadth of raciolinguistic research expands, language instructors may
begin to see the benefits of foregrounding speakers’ racial subjectivity/identity in the language
learning classroom. These benefits include but are not limited to; 1. Helping learners utilize
already constructed and accepted identities to shape which varieties of a language they are drawn
to, and through which they can visualize themselves as successful speakers or even members of a
new community (c.f. Risager 2018), 2. Greater acquisition of and affinity for the L2 and the
culture of its people, and 3. The personal, social, artistic, political, and economic possibilities of
transracialization through language learning discussed throughout this work.
The field of sociolinguistics can benefit greatly from studying the experiences of AfroAmericanos. For one, this study contributes to our understanding of how language shapes selfdefinition and how the process of adding an ethnicity to one’s repertoire potentially changes how
others see you and how you see yourself. The experience of African Americans is unique in
many ways given their historical position as a minoritized and oppressed group within U.S.
society. The process of transracialization ultimately empowers African-Americans to destabilize
a traditional linguistic stereotype of how ‘Black people talk.’ The concept of race and the process
of racialization (e.g. how people assemble ideas about what a Black person is) are destabilized
by the visibility of shifting ethnolinguistic identities that Black (English/Spanish)
multilingualism insists upon. This research births new questions that can be addressed in future
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work. Given what I’ve discovered thus far, I would like to learn more about how the identity
categories of queer sexualities, gender, and class play a role in the transracialization of the AfroAmericano. For example:
1. What benefits come from learning a language from people who look like you?
2. How acceptable is raciolinguistic planning in language learning? Is it racist to encourage
a compatible match between the predominant race of a target language community and
the race of the learner in the context of all learners? In other words,
a. Would an exclusively Afro-Latinx centered Spanish language curriculum inspire
more Black/African-American students to become bilingual? Would it be
appropriate to encourage these students to study abroad in Cuba and The
Dominican Republic for this reason?
3. Do gay, cisgender, Black/African-American men respond differently to Spanish language
study than heterosexual Black/African-American men?
4. What role does New York City play, with its history of diversity, liberal politics, and
multifaceted queer culture, on the linguistic practices of gay Afro-Americanos?
5. Does a person who embodies an Afro-Americano identity become more or less likely to
expand their repertoire of identity to include other ethnic influences?
6. How does the experience of Afro-Americanas parallel that of Afro-Latinas, and how does
it diverge?
7. What kinds of anti-Black ideologies do Afro-Americanas destabilize in the face of
colorist narratives that position Latinas as more beautiful, desirable and exotic?
8. Are working class African-Americans more likely to transracialize into Afro-Americanos
than wealthy African-Americans?
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It will be important to ask these new questions, as well as many others, going forward into
research on Afro-Americanismo.
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